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Abstract
The Influence of Psychological Separation and Maternal Attachment
on Career Choice Commitment in College Seniors

LaSandra R. Ward
Measures of maternal attachment, psychological separation from mother, and
career choice commitment behavior (individuation markers) were taken from a sample
predominantly composed of senior-level undergraduate students. Responses on the
IPPA-R were used to categorize participants descriptively according to their maternal
attachment style. Attachment style groups were labeled as Secure, Ambivalent, and
Avoidant. Statistical procedures included MANOVA and stepwise multiple regression
analyses. Differences were detected among the three maternal attachment style groups
on four psychological separation variables. Some variables of psychological separation
emerged as predictors of career choice commitment and tendency to foreclose. However,
a large portion of the variance of these career constructs remained unexplained. Maternal
attachment and psychological separation seemed to be interactive processes for identity
development.
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Chapter I
Introduction
A person should be able “to love and to work,” according to S. Freud (personal
communication, as cited in Erikson, 1968, p. 136). Erikson’s (1963, 1968) psychosocial identity
development model was premised upon this notion and detailed the development of specific
capacities throughout the lifespan, beginning in childhood, as they relate to the ability to make
adult commitments to love and to work. Erikson (1963, 1968) devoted little attention to the
concept of vocational identity or to other constructs of career development, but his psychosocial
identity theory was frequently referenced in identity literature and vocational literature, as it
specified that one is able to commit to work or a career only as a result of having established
one’s identity (Vondracek, 1992).
A number of researchers and theorists (Blustein, 1994; Bordin, 1994; Brown & Watkins,
1994; Savickas & Lent, 1994) recommended converging developmental psychology theories and
relational or psychodynamic theories in order to advance understanding in career development
and thereby illuminate the family’s influence upon this process. Although the family was
recognized as an important determinant for career choice (Bordin, 1984, 1994; Super, 1992),
researchers (Blustein, Walbridge, Friedlander, & Palladino, 1991; Kinnier, Brigman, & Noble,
1990; Lopez & Andrews, 1987; Thomason & Winer, 1994) indicated that too little was known
about the manner in which the family exerts its influence in career choice. Blustein (1994)
suggested, “research on identity, which included theoretical ideas and methodologies emerging
from both the psychodynamic and developmental perspectives, may provide the framework for
some degree of convergence in the career realm” (p. 146). Erikson’s (1963, 1968) psychosocial
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identity theory offered psychodynamic and developmental perspectives and encompassed these
within a social perspective. Accordingly, Munley (1977, as cited in Vondracek, 1992) asserted
that Erikson’s identity theory “offers a framework for integrating career development with
overall human development” (p. 138).
The varied perspectives within Erikson’s (1963, 1968) psychosocial model may have
satisfied the recommendation of some who believe that converging psychological theories may
advance career development. Nonetheless, Erikson’s theory stimulated much controversy
regarding its application to female identity development and female career behavior due to the
theory’s ties with traditional psychoanalytic theory (Blatt & Blass, 1990; Gallos, 1989; Gilligan,
1982). A basic criticism was that Erikson’s (1963, 1968) identity theory emphasized tasks of
separation during the childhood stages of his model but neglected detailing the tasks of
attachment that may precipitate the adulthood tasks of intimacy, such as work commitment (Blatt
& Blass, 1990; Franz & White, 1985; Gilligan, 1982). Essentially, contenders argued that
Erikson’s psychosocial theory expressed male bias due to an unbalanced emphasis on separation,
a consequence derived from the theory’s psychoanalytic foundation. While the theory fit
Erikson’s (1968) observations of male development, Erikson acknowledged and critics asserted
that his theory is less suited to observations of female development (Franz & White, 1985;
Gallos, 1989; Gilligan, 1982).
Psychoanalytic conceptualizations of work linked work to themes of rivalry, permission,
and competency (Erikson, 1968; Gallos, 1989). Greater difficulty in the expression of
commitment toward professional work achievements was anticipated for women because
females choose to sacrifice the game, the aspiration, the dream, or the non-relational goal in
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order to protect relationships (Gilligan, 1982). Playing according to rules, according to a justice
orientation, means that somebody may get hurt or may lose a competition. Women's care
orientation leads them to respond to potential relationship threats in a curative fashion, seeking
to prevent others from suffering harm, particularly from isolation or exclusion, even if it is at
some cost to their own freedom (Gilligan, 1982). In contrast, man's preference for rule-based
systems overrides his sense of moral obligation to a potentially injured party and ensures his
personal freedom or autonomy (Gilligan,1982). Moulton (1986) professed that both sexes yearn
for growth, independence, and professional achievement but success wields different influences
upon the sexes. The difference has been that professional success “enhances the sexual identity
of men” while it “threatens the sense of femininity for women” (Moulton, 1986, p. 162).
Competition is generally necessary to pursue a career. One must compete or play the game in
order to achieve a professional goal (Gilligan, 1982; Moulton, 1986). Yet, this competitive action
appears aggressive and contradictory to the all-inclusive style of women, for a female’s greatest
threat is disconnection, disengagement, ostracism, abandonment, or disaffiliation (Gilligan, 1982).
For women, disconnection threatens a loss of self (Gilligan,1982). A woman’s commitment to a
career poses a natural conflict because it requires her adherence to a rule-based system, to play the
game, which, in turn, requires separation or disengagement from others and from perceived
responsibility to others (Gilligan, 1982; Litwin, 1986; Moulton, 1986).
Two developmental processes that contribute to identity formation are separationindividuation and attachment (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, &Walls, 1978; Blatt & Blass, 1990; Blos,
1967; A. Freud, 1958; Gilligan, 1982; Franz & White, 1985; Mahler, Pine, & Bergman, 1975;
Sullivan & Sullivan, 1980). Separation refers to physical and psychological disengagement from
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parents, particularly from the mother (Blos, 1967; A. Freud, 1958; Mahler et al., 1975). It is during
the adolescent and young adult years that individuals are expected to achieve psychological
separation from one’s mother (Blos, 1967; A. Freud, 1958). Individuation refers to increasing
autonomy from one’s parents and is indicated by the achievement of developmental tasks across the
lifespan (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1963, 1968; Mahler et al., 1975). Separation and individuation are
related but distinct developmental processes (Mahler et al., 1975). Traditional identity theory
suggested that individuation is gained by psychological separation (Blos, 1967; A. Freud, 1958).
More recent theory indicated that individuation is fostered by secure attachment (Doctors,
2000). Attachment (Bowlby, 1982, 1988), an affective bond that promotes survival through its
security or protective function, is thought to promote individuation by virtue of this security function
(Ainsworth et al., 1978; Doctors, 2000). When one experiences a sense of security, one is likely to
explore and engage in activities that will lead to environmental mastery. However, when
experiencing distress or danger, one tends to seek emotional and physical proximity to a caregiver,
using the caregiver as a secure base (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Sroufe, 1995).
Feeney (1998) and Sroufe (1995) emphasized that attachment theory is largely a theory of affect
regulation whereby emotion mediates adaptive behavior. Similarly, Antonucci (1976) reported that
while attachment was originally and primarily regarded as an index of proximity-seeking, it has now
become an index of global functioning. Essentially, therefore, a cluster of theories promoted the
concept that psychological separation, attachment, or some combination of both constructs
contributes to individuation, the development of autonomy from one’s parents (Ainsworth et al.,
1978; Blatt & Blass, 1990; Blos, 1967; Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Doctors, 2000; Erikson, 1963, 1968;
Franz & White, 1985; A. Freud, 1958; Gilligan, 1982; Mahler et al., 1975; Sroufe, 1995). For this
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research, career choice commitment was the developmental achievement that demarcates
individuation.
Sroufe (1995) reported that proximity or security is sought from attachments until it is
attained. Relatedly, Ainsworth et al. (1978), based on observations of children’s exploratory activity
in a novel setting, concluded that insecure maternal attachment distracts children from individuating
and preoccupies them with attentiveness to the presence of mother in hopes of eventually finding
security with mother. Doctors (2000) proposed a similar idea for adolescents, asserting that when
adolescents perceive that the parent-child relationship will not permit their individuation, which for
their developmental stage includes their pursuit of individual goals and beliefs, they experience
psychological turmoil and work diligently to improve the security of the parent-child relationship.
From the psychological separation perspective, Mahler et al. (1975) offered that children can
become so drained from their efforts to entreat or maintain mother’s love that hardly any energy
remains for individuation tasks. They reported that some children who demonstrate developmental
competencies or autonomous functioning halt and delay their individuation due to mother’s rejection
of their developmental achievements and their consequential separateness from her. Along these
lines, in view of career commitment as an individuation task, Super (1992) and Bordin (1984, 1994)
expressed themes of parental rejection and disapproval in their career theories, attributing
significance to parental approval as a determinant for career choice behavior. In sum, Ainsworth et
al. (1978), Doctors (2000), Mahler et al. (1975), and Sroufe (1995) all spoke from different
perspectives and about different developmental ages but converged on the point that the motherchild relationship facilitates or inhibits one’s individuation. Super (1992) and Bordin (1984, 1994)
echoed this premise in their career theories. Offering a life span perspective, Gallos (1989) rendered
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that “the infant’s struggle to gain autonomy without sacrificing the necessary care, love, and
protection of caretakers resurfaces in adolescence as the conflict between identity and intimacy and
in adulthood as the classic Freudian tension between love and work” (p. 115).
The relational or affiliative style of women was presented as the reason that females are
reluctant to commit to work or achievement–oriented endeavors, as competition presents threats of
exclusion (Gallos, 1989; Gilligan, 1982; Litwin, 1986; Moulton, 1986). However, theorists
(Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Sroufe, 1995) asserted that attachments provide the security needed to pursue
competitive, mastery tasks. Hence, through the perspective of attachment theory, the affiliative style
of females can be interpreted as normative security-seeking, and their tendency to avoid exploratory
pursuits as an expression of attachment insecurity (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982, 1988;
Doctors, 2000; Sroufe, 1995).
Secure attachment was theorized to promote firmer individuation, meaning greater autonomy
(Doctors, 2000). Endorsing this notion, Gilligan (1982) challenged women to separate their need to
preserve relationship from their need for approval. She acknowledged that much of the relational
activity among women is based on women’s need for approval rather than a genuine expression of
care (Gilligan, 1982; Litwin, 1986). Similarly, Erikson (1968) classified behaviors exhibited prior to
the resolution of identity formation as identity-seeking actions, actions made in search of one’s
identity and characterized by conformity and approval seeking. He distinguished these from postidentity formation behavior, which he characterized as autonomous commitments that express one’s
identity and signify intimacy.
Hence, approval, acceptance, or emotional availability has been consistently valued as a
significant contributor to the eventual development of emotional or attachment security, and
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attachment security has been considered a mediator of individuation, including achievementoriented, competitive pursuits (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982; Doctors, 2000; Sroufe, 1995).
The security that individuals seek to attain through attachments, especially beyond childhood age, is
increasingly an emotional or psychological security, which, when attained, leads individuals to
individuate, to pursue tasks of achievement (Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Doctors, 2000; Sroufe, 1995).
Mahler et al. (1975) and Ainsworth et al. (1978) observed delays in children’s individuation
or exploratory behavior due to the mother’s rebuff of children’s autonomy and due to mother’s
failure to be emotionally responsive to children. Doctors (2000) reported that parental rejection of
adolescent autonomous behavior stimulates psychological turmoil and adversely impacts
individuation. Gilligan (1982) recognized approval-seeking as an impediment to women’s
individuation (Gallos, 1989; Litwin, 1986). Erikson (1963, 1968) proposed a connection between
social and parental approval and initiative, to which he also tied the origin of environmental mastery
and work interests. Career theorists (Bordin, 1984, 1994; Super 1992) assigned importance to
parental demands or approval in the career decision-making process. Thus, the combination of
these theories and observations suggested that the emotional sequela resulting from parental
approval or disapproval, as communicated and perceived within the parent-child relationship
through psychological separation and attachment developmental processes, impacts one’s
individuation throughout childhood and adolescence. Additionally, attachment bears conceptual
relevance to the emotional and adaptive responses triggered by parental authority, as attachments
have been premised to regulate emotion and mediate behavioral response in anxiety-provoking
situations (Doctors, 2000; Feeney, 1998; Sroufe, 1995).
The work of Blos (1967), Erikson (1963, 1968), A. Freud (1958), and Vivona (2000b)
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indicated that the individuation milestones to be achieved during adulthood, such as career
commitment, require psychological separation from parents. They conveyed that psychological
separation permits the resolution of identity. Psychological separation or psychic reorganization is
the work of adolescence, whereby one transcends prescribed parental boundaries and exercises
greater autonomy as prescribed by one’s own identity (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1963, 1968; A. Freud,
1958; Vivona, 2000b).
Empirical findings for the constructs of psychological separation and attachment lent
credence to the theoretical claims regarding the contributory value of these developmental processes
to individuation. Through observation of human infants, Mahler et al., (1975) determined that
human psychological development is characterized by a separation-individuation process, which
describes how a child learns to function in the world. Essentially, Mahler et al. reported that a
child’s ability to separate, physically and psychologically, and pursue individuation or independent
functioning develops in tandem with the emotional availability of the mother. Ainsworth et al.
(1978) found that attachment security with mother fosters autonomous functioning. Neither Mahler
et al. (1975) nor Ainsworth et al. (1978) emphasized gender differences in their findings. However,
in studies using adolescent samples, some gender differences surfaced (Blustein, Walbridge,
Friedlander, & Palladino, 1991; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991; Palladino Schultheiss & Blustein,
1994b). For example, in the Kenny and Donaldson (1991) study, females scored higher means than
males across the three scales of an attachment measure, indicating that females viewed parental
attachments more positively than males do. Additionally females endorsed more psychological
symptoms than males endorse. Moreover, canonical correlations revealed that parental attachment
was associated with social competence and psychological well-being for females. A similar
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correlation was not established for males. This study supported the idea that attachments play a
more significant role in female development than in male development, and validated gender-based
criticisms against Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial identity development theory.
Statement of the Problem
Due to traditional theories about identity development and speculations that traditional
theory is more reflective of men’s life patterns, controversy abounds about the applicability of
traditional theory to women’s lives. Erikson’s (1963, 1968) psychosocial identity theory stipulated
that young adults will commit to work or careers after achieving certain developmental milestones.
According to his theory and the work of other identity theorists (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1963, 1968; A.
Freud, 1958), individuals must achieve psychological separation from parents in order to commit to
adult tasks, such as work commitment. Support for Erikson’s developmental theory was drawn from
the work of Bordin (1984, 1994) and Super (1992) who cited parental approval as a key determinant
in career choice commitment. Erikson’s theory is frequently referenced in identity and vocational
literature, offers psychodynamic and developmental perspectives about identity development, and
provides a means of blending career development with human development (Vondracek, 1992).
Hence, gender-based criticism against the validity of Erikson’s theory warranted investigation.
This research also drew support from attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Doctors,
2000, Sroufe, 1995). The gender-based criticism against Erikson’s theory proposed that female
identity and career behavior may be better understood in light of female’s affiliative tendency.
Moreover, a number of researchers and theorists encouraged the convergence of psychodynamic or
relational theories with developmental psychology theories for the purpose of advancing
understanding in career development and illuminating the family’s influence upon the career

Career Choice Commitment

10

development process. In this regard, this research extracted support from attachment theory
(Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Doctors, 2000; Sroufe, 1995) to help tease out the family’s influence in career
choice commitment and to address the idea that female behavior may be better understood in light of
their relational style.
A combination of theories and pragmatic research suggested that psychological separation
and attachment mediate individuation. (Individuation, in this research, was demarcated by the
criterion career choice commitment.) However, the review of the literature indicate that both
constructs, psychological separation and maternal attachment, had not been previously investigated
in a group of graduating college seniors, although advisement for such research was implicit in the
literature (Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis, 1989; Bowlby, 1982; Bratcher, 1982; Lapsley, Rice, and
Shadid, 1989; Lopez & Andrews, 1987; Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley, & Gibbs, 1995; Sroufe, 1995).
Hence, the conjoint influence of psychological separation and maternal attachment in a group of
graduating college seniors was yet unknown. Using a sample of college seniors presented a unique
opportunity to observe participants’ response to an anxiety-provoking situation. As college
graduation portends a significant change or transition for which students are encouraged to prepare,
such as entering the labor market and assuming greater independence, the preparatory process of
career exploration and career choice commitment represented the strange or novel situation used in
seminal developmental research (Ainsworth et al., 1978). The anxiety provoked by the naturally
occurring temporal stimulus of college graduation and the attendant requirement of committing to a
career choice was expected to reveal individual differences in psychological separation and
attachment security, particularly since anxiety activates attachment behavior and because
psychodynamic literature stipulated that psychological separation would enable autonomous
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commitments (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1968; A. Freud, 1958;). Observation of these dynamics within a
coed, college senior sample brought forth the possibility of the following: answering gender-based
criticism about Erikson’s developmental theory, illuminating female development, exposing family
influence on career behavior, lending empirical credence to psychodynamic theories that are
generally criticized for their lack of heuristicity (Brown, 1984), and updating the developmental
literature. Accordingly, through scrutinizing the psychological separation and attachment dynamics
in a coed sample of senior-level of undergraduate students who were poised at the threshold of
career commitment, this study investigated the criticism of gender bias in Erikson’s (1968) identity
theory and examined family influence upon career choice commitment. As a number of seminal
developmental theories (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982; Mahler et al., 1975) highlighted the
significance of the mother’s influence upon identity development, this research exclusively
examined the influence of the mother-child relationship in young adult identity development and
career choice commitment.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to clarify some of the theoretical and empirical
contradictions in the identity and career development literature regarding the career behavior of
males and females and the role of family, specifically the mother, upon career behavior, as it
pertains to a population of college seniors. Senior-level college students served as the
population of study because they were poised at the threshold of career commitment and it was
expected that differences in psychological development (psychological separation from the
mother and maternal attachment) would be revealed as students were confronted with the
challenge of career commitment (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Doctors, 2000;
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Erikson, 1963, 1968; Franz & White, 1985; Mahler et al., 1975; Sroufe, 1995). Consequently,
this research sought to expose how the mother-child relationship wields influence upon
individuation, which, in this study, was demarcated by career choice commitment. This research
investigated the relationship among the predictive constructs, psychological separation and
maternal attachment, and the criterion variable, career choice commitment. The following
research questions were explored:
1. What are the relationships among psychological separation and the secure, avoidant, and
ambivalent maternal attachment styles in college seniors?
2. What are the relationships among the secure, avoidant, and ambivalent maternal attachment styles
and level of, and foreclosure in, career choice commitment in college seniors?
3. What is the contribution of psychological separation, maternal attachment, and gender to the
prediction of level of career choice commitment in college seniors?
4. What is the contribution of psychological separation, maternal attachment, and gender to the
prediction of tendency to foreclose in career choice commitment in college seniors?
5. What are the relationships among the constructs of (a) psychological separation, (b) maternal
attachment, (c) level of career choice commitment, (d) tendency to foreclose in career choice
commitment, and (e) gender in college seniors?
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Definition of Terms
Alienation: a dimension of the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA) measure that
assesses feelings of alienation and isolation (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987).
Attachment: a disposition to seek contact and proximity with a specific individual, especially
in times of distress (Bowlby, 1982; Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley, & Gibbs, 1995); "an
enduring affective bond that can promote autonomy rather than . . . a tie that is
synonymous with dependency" (Kenny & Donaldson, 1991, p. 480).
Attitudinal Independence (AI): Attitudinal Independence is seeing oneself as having a set of
beliefs, values, and attitudes different from parents.
Career choice commitment: “a clear sense of one’s occupational preference along with a firm
attachment to a particular vocational goal” (Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis, 1989, p. 344).
Career exploration: activities that are directed toward enhancing knowledge of the self and the
external environment (Ryan, Solberg, & Brown, 1996).
Commitment: (refers to ego identity) "refers to the attainment of a stable sense of self-definition
or ego identity, which is characterized by clearly delineated values, beliefs, and goals"
Blustein & Phillips, 1990, p. 161).
Communication: a dimension of the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA) measure
that assesses “themes of parental understanding and respect and mutual trust” (Armsden
& Greenberg, 1987, p. 433).
Conflictual Independence (CI): Conflictual Independence is freedom from excessive guilt,
anxiety, mistrust, responsibility, inhibition, resentment, and anger in relation to the
mother and father.
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Diffusion: "an absence of both exploration and commitment" (adapted from Marcia, 1966, as
cited in Blustein & Phillips, 1990, p. 161); characteristic is a wish to avoid decisionmaking situations.
Emotional Independence (EI): Emotional Independence is freedom from an excessive need for
approval, closeness, togetherness, and emotional support in relation to the mother and
father.
Enmeshment: "a familial environment in which members are undifferentiated from or overly
dependent on each other" (Kinnier, Brigman, & Noble, 1990, p. 309).
Exploration: "active consideration of alternatives" (Blustein & Phillips, 1990, p.161)
Family: "group of people with a past history, a present reality, and a future expectation of
interconnected transactional relationships" (Kramer, 1980, as cited in Bratcher, 1982, p.
88).
Foreclosure/foreclosed: committing to a career or ideology "by adopting the attitudes of parents
without deliberation or exploration" (adapted from Marcia, 1966, as cited in Blustein &
Phillips, 1990, p. 161).
Functional Independence (FI): Functional Independence is the ability to manage and direct
personal affairs without the help of mother and father.
Identity: "an awareness and introjection of the differences between one's own values, needs, and
aspirations, and those of others, most notably one's parents" (Lopez & Andrews, 1987, p.
305).
Separation-individuation: Separation and individuation are two simultaneous, interconnected,
but separate paths of development (Mahler et al., 1975). “Separation . . . involves
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psychological differentiation, distancing, and disengagement from the mother" (Mahler et
al., 1975, p. 63) and “consists of the child’s emergence from a symbiotic fusion with the
mother” (p. 4). "Individuation . . . means evolving intrapsychic autonomy (p. 63) and
“consists of those achievements marking the child’s assumption of his own individual
characteristics” (p. 4).
Tendency to Foreclose (TTF): a construct which reflects “a relative intolerance for ambiguity,
a lack of autonomy, and a need for cognitive structure” (Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis, 1989,
p. 364) is measured on a continuum by the TTF subscale of the Commitment to Career
Choices Scale (CCCS). One end of the continuum reflects a strong tendency to
foreclose, “a desire to commit to important educational and career decisions as soon as
possible and an . . . attempt to adhere to these choices even in the face of disconfirming
evidence (p. 347). The other end of the continuum reflects a weak tendency to foreclose
and individuals at the weak end of the continuum would be “comfortable in tolerating the
ambiguity and openness of the commitment process” and “express little need for
cognitive structure in various situations and an openness to such experiences as selfappraisal and diverse exploratory activities” (p. 347).
Triangulation: "more noxious form of fusion that involves three people, where one, usually the
child, has the sense of being pulled in two different directions by the other two members
of the triangle" (Kinnier et al, 1990, p. 309).
Trust: a dimension of the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA) measure that
assesses “the extent and quality of verbal communication” Armsden & Greenberg, 1987,
p. 433).
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Vocational Exploration and Commitment (VEC): a subscale of the Commitment to Career
Choices Scale (CCCS) that assesses movement from “the initial uncommitted or
exploratory phase of the commitment process and the later highly committed, confident
phase” (Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis, 1989, p. 345).
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Chapter II
Literature Review
The objective of this research was to investigate the notion that insecure maternal
attachment and unresolved psychological separation are developmental factors that impede
achievement of Erikson’s (1963, 1968) sixth developmental task, specifically career
commitment, in the evolution of psychosocial identity. This section contains a review of career
development and identity development literatures that address timing, process, and outcome of
adolescent and young adult career behavior, followed by a review of the developmental
processes of psychological separation and attachment. Each developmental process is
theoretically essential to identity formation and to the ability to perform succeeding
developmental tasks such as career commitment. Also included in this section is a review of the
theoretical and empirical influence of psychological separation and attachment upon identity and
career development. The review of the career and identity literatures stimulated the rationale for
this research.
Career Commitment
Commitment to work was prescribed as a criterion of a formed identity (Erikson, 1963,
1968). Erikson’s identity theory established career commitment as a hallmark of psychosocial
identity development. Career development theories, which were premised upon identity
development theory (Vondracek, 1992), describe the career selection process and identify the
influential factors of career behaviors. Various career development theorists identified family as
an influence in the selection of, or commitment to, a specific career (Bordin, 1984, 1994; Super,
1990, 1992; Super, Savickas, & Super, 1996) and described the expected timing of such career
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choice within an individual’s life span (Ginzberg, 1972; Super, 1990, 1992; Super et al., 1996).
However, career theories either failed to explain how family wields this influence (Super, 1990,
1992; Super et al., 1996) or were criticized for their lack of heuristic value (Brown, 1984).
Super’s (1990, 1992) career development theory, appreciated for its heuristicity (Super et al.,
1996), is a life-span, life-space theory drawn from four disciplines to achieve its broad,
comprehensive scope. In his theory (1990, 1992), he cited family as one of the determinants for
career choice and indicated that one is engaged in a decision-making process leading toward the
eventual commitment to a selected career during youth, from approximately age 14 until age 24
(Super et al., 1996). However, Super’s theory neither explained how family serves as a
determinant for career choice nor indicated what compels youth to engage in career decisionmaking at that specified time interval. Instead, Super (1992) argued that it is not the purpose of
his life span, life space model of career development to describe the specific details of how
identified determinants impact the process of career development. Nonetheless, despite his
disclaimer about the workings of career determinants, Super did claim that career selection is
partly based upon approval from superiors.
Bordin’s (1984, 1994) psychodynamic theory of career choice and satisfaction provided
some indication of how parental treatment impacts a young adult’s motivation in selecting a
career. Bordin theorized that people seek work, in part, to satisfy compulsions derived from
internalized parental pressures that result from parents’ threats of love-withdrawal, rewards,
punishments, and deprivations. Bordin asserted that work allows individuals a means of selfexpression and that one has a greater disposition toward work when one is free of the need to
satisfy internalized parental demands. Although Bordin’s psychodynamic career theory offered a
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more detailed account of how family affects career behavior, his theory was criticized for lacking
heuristic value and being laden with poorly defined terminology (Brown, 1984).
Ginzberg’s (1972) revised theory of occupational choice proposed that the career
decision-making process is “not limited to the decade that transpires between one’s adolescence
and early 20’s” but is “open-ended,” as one may later modify career choice following an initial
commitment to a particular career (p. 162). Ginzberg’s revision accounted for changing
dynamics in people’s lives and circumstances. Still, this revision did not challenge or disconfirm
that the initial act of committing to a career choice occurs during the specified decade of
development.
Career development is an aspect of identity development. According to Erikson’s (1963,
1968) psychosocial identity development theory, career commitment or commitment to work is a
criterion of identity development. Hence, developmental theory formed the bedrock for career
development theory (Raskin, 1994; Vondracek, 1992). Accordingly, conceptualizations about
the significance of the timing of career choice commitment and how the parents influence
behavior or decision-making, especially in career contexts, were postulated in developmental
theory (Adams & Archer, 1994; Ainsworth, 1991; Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978;
Blatt & Blass, 1990; Blos, 1967; Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Erikson, 1963, 1968; Franz & White,
1985; A. Freud, 1958; S. Freud, 1959, 1965; Gilligan, 1982; Isay, 1980; Litwin, 1986; Lopez &
Brennan, 2000; Marcus, 1980; Miller & Winston, 1990; Raskin, 1994; Sroufe, 1995; Vivona,
2000b; Weiss, 1991).
Due to the gap in career development theory, concerning the means by which parents
influence adolescent and young adult career choice commitment, and the divergence of career
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theory in vocational literature, researchers proposed theoretical convergence as a way to bridge
this gap and further science and practice in the vocational realm (Savickas & Lent, 1994; Super,
1992; Vondracek, 1992). Researchers (Savickas & Lent, 1994; Vondracek, 1992) endorsed the
integration of the numerous career theories in vocational literature but complained that the
vocational literature is plagued with problems that inhibit theoretical integration and theoretical
consistency. Several researchers proposed that relational identity theories converge with
psychodynamic theories to advance career development theory. Blustein (1994) claimed that
family is part of the context that affects career behavior and called for a blend of relational
models of identity theory and psychoanalysis to advance an understanding of career
development. Blustein suggested that “research on identity, which includes theoretical ideas and
methodologies emerging from both the psychodynamic and developmental perspectives, may
provide the framework for some degree of convergence in the career realm” (p. 146). Similarly,
Brown and Watkins (1994) urged that “serious attention” be devoted to understanding how
human relationships impact the career development process. They speculated that an
understanding of relational dynamics could be “a bridge to theory integration,” “a point of
convergence between psychodynamic and some other career theories” (p. 199). Bordin (1984,
1994), a psychodynamic career theorist, believed that theoretical convergence would be most
profitable if considered from a family systems perspective.
Numerous career development theories developed from Erikson’s (1963, 1968) construct
of psychosocial identity (Vondracek, 1992), and it has been speculated that Erikson’s identity
theory “offers a framework for integrating career development with overall human development”
(Munley, 1977, as cited in Vondracek, 1992, p. 138). Although Erikson devoted little attention
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to vocational identity and other facets of the career development process (Vondracek, 1992), his
identity theory specified that one is able to commit to work or a career only as a result of having
established one’s identity (Erikson, 1963, 1968). Erikson discussed career commitment within
the context of his sixth developmental stage, Intimacy versus Isolation. This stage presents the
challenge of committing oneself “to concrete affiliations and partnerships” and having the
“ethical strength to abide by such commitments, even though they may call for significant
sacrifices and compromises” (1963, p. 263). Intimacy is achieved by the ability to make such
societal commitments. Isolation results from the absence of a capacity for commitment.
Developing the capacity for intimacy hinges on the establishment of identity.
Erikson’s developmental theory bears the influence of traditional psychoanalytic theory,
which has been the source of much controversy (Gallos, 1989, Gilligan, 1982; Litwin, 1986).
Due to the male-based, psychoanalytic roots of Erikson’s psychosocial identity development
theory, researchers questioned the applicability of his identity scheme to female identity and,
consequently, cast doubt on the prerequisites of identity formation as they pertain to female
career commitment (Franz & White, 1985; Gilligan, 1982). However, despite many identity and
career researchers’ dissent with psychoanalytic theory, particularly with its tenets regarding
female identity development, Erikson’s psychoanalytically-derived paradigm of identity
development has remained a distinct and vital reference point in the literature and has generated
much research (Blustein & Phillips, 1990; Blustein, Walbridge, Friedlander, & Palladino, 1991;
Gilligan, 1982; Lapsley, Rice, & FitzGerald, 1990; Lopez & Andrews, 1987; Lucas, 1997;
Vondracek, 1992).
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Conceptions about work and points of controversy.
Work is the area of achievement where one finds self-expression, fulfills dreams, expresses
competency, engages in rivalry, and fulfills a contributory role in society (Erikson, 1968). Erikson
(1968) stipulated that until identity is formed, through the psychological transformation slated to
occur during adolescence, one cannot make adult commitments to love and to work, the
commitments of intimacy.

Instead, decisions and actions that are exhibited prior to identity

formation are considered identity-seeking expressions, actions executed in search of an identity
rather than expressive of one (Erikson, 1968; Franz & White, 1985). Moreover, attempts to commit
to love and work threaten one’s sense of self if the psychological work of the adolescence stage is
not yet resolved (Erikson, 1968). The first six stages of Erikson’s (1963, 1968) psychosocial
identity scheme involve the challenging tasks of trust, autonomy, initiative, industry, adolescence,
and intimacy, respectively. The scheme is hierarchical, which means that preceding stages lead to
later stages and the degree of achievement or resolution in one stage impacts the performance or
achievement of tasks in succeeding stages. Within this scheme, the threshold of adult maturity lay
within the task of stage five, Adolescence, wherein one is said to begin functioning out of one’s own
identity. Through the earlier childhood stages, one learns the information and skills needed to
perform adult roles. During adolescence, stage five, one forms an identity or new sense of self that
incorporates one’s past as well as concepts of one’s future, with respect to the roles one will fulfill in
society. Here, the tasks or achievements made at earlier stages and the conflicts experienced or
transcended in the attempts to resolve these stage-related tasks are revisited as one seeks to assume a
new identity. Finally, in the adult stages, one commits to adult roles and functions, in response to
societal demands. Hence, adult commitments are executed by virtue of the knowledge and skills

Career Choice Commitment

23

previously learned during the childhood stages and by virtue of resolving the task of identity
formation during adolescence.
Competency, a work-related ideal, is the human struggle in the fourth stage, the stage of
industry (Erikson, 1963, 1968). Erikson (1968) noted differences in male and female play activities.
Girls fancy the intricate details of home life and roles of family, while men focus on objects and
activities outside the home. During stage four, males master skill development with objects, tools,
and activities of construction and exploration, around which their identities are consolidated
(Erikson, 1963, 1968). Erikson (1968) did not identify the competencies that females develop
during stage four. However, he claimed that women’s identities are consolidated around their inner
space, which is filled with or waits to be filled with relationships to spouses and children.
Psychoanalytic conceptualizations regard work as an easier task for men and a harder task
for women (Erikson, 1963, 1968; Gilligan, 1982; Moulton, 1986).

Greater difficulty in the

expression of commitment toward professional work achievements was anticipated for women
because, according to Gilligan (1982), females choose to sacrifice the game, the aspiration, the
dream, or the non-relational goal in order to protect relationships. Playing according to rules,
according to a justice orientation, means that somebody may get hurt or will lose a competition.
Women's care orientation leads them to respond to potential relationship threats in an effort to
prevent one from suffering harm, even if it is at some cost to their own freedom (Gilligan, 1982).
Contrarily, man's preference for rule-based systems overrides or minimizes any sense of moral
obligation to a potentially injured party and ensures his personal freedom or autonomy (Gilligan,
1982). Moulton (1986) professed that both sexes yearn for growth, independence, and professional
achievement, but success wields differential influences upon the sexes.

Professional success
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“enhances the sexual identity of men” while it “threatens the sense of femininity for women”
(Moulton, 1986, p. 162). Resonating a similar notion, Franz and White (1985) reported that it is
obvious that Erikson considered the process of identity development to be the same for both sexes,
whereby identity must precede intimacy, but commented that social constraints upon women to
fulfill motherhood roles complicate female identity development. In this light, they criticized that
Erikson failed to outline the developmental pathway of attachment or interpersonal intimacy, a
predominantly female orientation, for the earlier stages of his developmental model, the stages of
autonomy through adolescence. Franz and White (1985) countered that Erikson focused only on
individuation, a predominantly male orientation, at those childhood stages.

These theorists

concluded that Erikson’s psychosocial identity model is incomplete wherein it failed to demonstrate
how one develops interpersonal intimacy or attachments during childhood such that one may later
make adult commitments in fulfillment of social expectations. Franz and White (1985) charged:
Erikson has seen human development from the perspective of adolescence and individuation,
yet in that exclusive focus he has neglected the important growth of the capacity for
attachment. One could argue that Erikson’s theory represents progress from an extremely
masculine sex typed orientation (in Freudian theory) towards a more androgynous
perspective, but that instead of integrating ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ concerns Erikson
juxtaposes them by focusing on individuation in his childhood stages and attachment
(intimacy and generativity) in his adult stages. This lack of integration appears to be related
to Erikson’s difficulty in resolving the implications of sex for his theoretical constructs (and
vice versa). (p. 239)
The competitive efforts required to pursue a career or achieve professional goals appear
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aggressive and contradictory to the all-inclusive style of women (Gilligan, 1982; Moulton, 1986). A
female’s greatest threat is disconnection, disengagement, ostracism, abandonment, or disaffiliation,
for disconnection threatens a loss of self (Gilligan, 1982). A woman’s commitment to a career poses
a natural conflict because it requires her adherence to a rule-based system, to play the competitive
game, which, in turn, requires separation or disengagement from others and from perceived
responsibility to others (Gilligan, 1982; Moulton, 1986).
Mahler et al. (1975) reported a similar dynamic as observed from their research into the
separation-individuation processes. A toddler may stall his or her individuation or independent
functioning in response to the quality of the mother-child interaction. A child fears the loss of
mother and, later, the loss of mother’s love, which creates a conflict for the child’s autonomy.
Mahler et al. (1975) witnessed toddlers’ indecision, ambivalence, and delayed individuation in
response to separation from mother or in response to mother’s rejection of the toddler’s independent
functioning. The following comments from Mahler et al.’s (1975) research poignantly illustrated the
power of maternal acceptance and approval. “It is . . . the mother’s continued emotional availability
. . . that is essential if the child’s autonomous ego is to attain optimal function capacity” (Mahler,
1975, p. 79). “The less emotionally available the mother is . . . the more insistently and even
desperately does the toddler attempt to woo her. In some cases, the process drains so much of the
child’s available energy that, as a result, not enough energy, not enough libido, and not enough
constructive (neutralized) aggression are left for the evolution of the many ascending functions of
the ego” (Mahler et al., 1975, p. 80).
The tenets of attachment theory both support and contradict this claim about the affiliative
nature of women. An attachment is defined as emotional bond from which one draws comfort and
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security in times of danger or distress (Bowlby, 1982; Sroufe, 1995). Gilligan (1982) reasoned that
females do not compete or pursue mastery in social activities due to the threat that competition
presents. Competition presents the threat of exclusion, rejection, and isolation from the community.
Women seek to create an all-inclusive community of caring because women consider their greatest
danger or vulnerability to be ostracism, rejection, disaffiliation (Gilligan, 1982). Thus, exclusion,
rejection, isolation, and ostracism are considered to be hurtful and harmful outcomes to self and
community, against which women seek to protect themselves (Gilligan, 1982).

However,

attachment theory proposed that one tends to explore the environment and engage in or pursue tasks
of mastery when equipped with a sense of security about one’s safety (Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Sroufe,
1995). In the absence of security or felt security, one clings, tends not to explore, and is preoccupied
with the search for security until that security is attained (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982;
Doctors, 2000; Sroufe, 1995). Hence, through the proposition that securely attached individuals, in
this case females, do explore and pursue achievement, attachment theory contradicted Gilligan’s
(1982) claims about the affiliative style of females. The affiliative style of females represents a
quest for security (Gilligan, 1982). Attachment theory proposed that with the attainment of security
one tends to explore, and the theory further explained that security-seeking inhibits exploration.
Therefore, while the affiliative style of women was described as an expression of caring, attachment
theory suggested that such relational clinging or refusal to explore is an expression of relational
insecurity. Considering females’ affiliative or caring style within the context of attachment theory,
the theory indicated that females cling, fail to compete, and choose not to explore or pursue
competitive goals due to perceived environmental danger or distress. This interpretation of female
affiliative behavior resonated with Gilligan’s (1982) claim. However, attachment theory further
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suggested that women fail to find security through their relational style, as the attainment of security
permits one to pursue achievement. In the context of attachment theory, females’ affiliative style
seemed to be an expression of insecure attachment. Support for this notion of insecurity was
expressed by Gilligan (1982) in her charge to women – that women must separate their need to care
from a need for approval.
Erikson (1968) said that intimacy, or work commitment, can be achieved only after the
development of a consolidated identity because, if attempted prematurely, commitments threaten the
immature identity. Yet, the lack of intimacy is reportedly the threat to female identity (Gilligan,
1982). Franz and White (1985) directed attention to the unidimensionality of Erikson’s theory,
asserting that the theory addressed intimacy or commitment with social institutions but did not
illustrate the life span development of interpersonal intimacy. This criticism, at first glance, leads
one to think that the confusion surrounding intimacy or commitment as an individuation milestone
existed because theorists were unknowingly discussing two different types of intimacy. However,
Gilligan (1982) through her case studies, illustrated that females’ care ethic, their affiliative
tendency, infused their professional work commitments, as well. Hence, this controversy existed
when theorists discuss the same type of intimacy, commitments to the societal institutions of family
and professional organizations (Erikson, 1963, 1968; Franz & White, 1985; Gilligan, 1982). Again,
this controversy about women’s relational style brought question to the applicability of Erikson’s
identity paradigm for women.
Theoretically, youth reach a point in their development wherein they begin to challenge
and perhaps debunk the external/parental prescriptions for their behavior and to explore and
assess their interests, values, and beliefs in an effort to cull out their own identity. Identity can
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be defined as “a new sense of continuity and sameness” with concepts of one’s past and with
chosen ideals for one’s future (Erikson, 1968, p. 128). It is through a process of self and
environmental exploration that one gains awareness, considers possibilities, synthesizes a range
of options, and decides and commits to choices about life, including a career and other
ideologies. Engaging in this exploration and committing to self-chosen ideologies and a career
denotes less reliance on parental approval and greater reliance on one’s own value system for
validation of one’s commitments. Psychologically, the ego undergoes reconstruction and
parental figures are debunked from their previous position as the internalized superego and
become less idealized (Erikson, 1968; Blos, 1967; A. Freud, 1958; Vivona, 2000b). This
transition or transformation is considered violent and threatening as one assumes a rivaling
position of equality with one’s elders, which has led theorists to describe the adolescent period
as involving normative conflict (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1968; A. Freud, 1958, Vivona, 2000b).
However, Doctors (2000) contended that the conflict observed in adolescent behavior is not
normative but is evidence of insecure parent-child attachment. Doctors (2000) claimed that
“individuation is advanced by secure attachment” and that insecure attachment bonds engender
turmoil as a result of “the adolescent’s attempt to rework and improve emotional bonds” (p. 4).
An elaboration of Doctors’ (2000) view follows:
Attachment-individuation emphasizes the child’s propensity to establish and preserve
emotional ties to preferred caregivers at all costs, while simultaneously attempting to find
a place within these relationships for his or her own goals and initiatives. In this model,
no conflict is presumed normally attendant on this phase, unless the child cannot find a
place within the preserved relationship for his or her own goals and initiatives. When the
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child’s own goals and initiatives are experienced as threatening the emotional attachment
to the caretaker, inner conflict develops. The ambivalence that then can be observed
emanates from the child’s difficulties in maintaining a sense of inner connection with the
parent while asserting individuality. (p. 5)
Gilligan (1982) rendered that women’s autonomy and competitive aspirations are
compromised by their need for approval because women interpret disapproval as leading to
ostracism, isolation, and harm. Similarly, others (Hoffman, 1972; Moulton, 1986) indicated that
affiliative needs and fears related to abandonment and retaliation compromise females’
professional ambition. Hoffman (1972) believed that females are given insufficient parental
encouragement for early independent strivings and that separation from maternal identification
tends to be delayed or incomplete. The lack of support for independence and the incomplete
separation from mother result in fewer conflicts with parents. Consequently, females have little
opportunity to test their ability to cope with separation and to gain mastery in environmental
exploration. In this regard, Hoffman (1972) relayed the following comment about women: “she
retains her infantile fears of abandonment; safety and effectiveness lie in her affective ties,”
whereby she gains love and approval (p. 138).
Similarly, Mahler et al. (1975) observed indecision in a child who attempted to negotiate
the choices of staying with mother or exploring the environment. Mahler et al. (1975) concluded
that individuation could regress or become stalled if the child is not ready to cope emotionally or
psychologically with the separation that individuation promotes or if mother or caregiver rejects
the separation caused by the child’s individuation. These theorists (Mahler et al., 1975) reasoned
that the children’s “fear of loss of love” creates a conflict for their individuation (p.77).
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Apparently, a similar dynamic occurs in older populations. Bandura (1977) explained
that consequences or reinforcement shape behavior and “people tend to avoid threatening
situations they believe exceed their coping skills, whereas they get involved in activities and
behave assuredly when they judge themselves capable of handling situations that would
otherwise be intimidating” (p. 194). Roe and Siegelman (1964) researched a similar premise
regarding how upbringing in loving or rejecting home environments might influence adult career
choices. Using samples of college seniors and adult workers, they found that that early parental
experiences, particularly maternal responsiveness, influenced career choice. Perceiving mother as
loving or rejecting showed association with whether an individual chose a career that was or was not
oriented toward working with people.
Describing children’s behavior, Ainsworth et al. (1978) reported that displacement
behavior – busy, disinterested environmental exploration – results when insecurely attached
children are defensively preoccupied with developing a more secure attachment with their
mothers. Sroufe (1995) explained that security, a secure attachment, is sought until it is
achieved, and that attachment is a life-long dynamic. Ainsworth et al. (1978) expounded on the
operation of behavior systems, saying that when competing systems, such as attachment and
exploration, are activated, the more intensely activated system overrides the less intensely
activated system. Otherwise, the competing behavioral systems operate in alternation or in some
combination which leads to the manifestation of one behavior alternating with the expression of
another behavior, such as proximity/security seeking and exploration. Thus, despite the
demonstrated ability to achieve developmental tasks, individuation seemed to be influenced by
maternal rejection or disaffiliation and the sense of emotional security one internalized as result
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of maternal responsiveness.
This observation directed attention to the significance of approval and acceptance from
superiors above and beyond the significance of skill acquisition. Super (1992) and Bordin (1984,
1994) remarked that parental approval is a significant factor in the selection of a career. Andrews
and Lopez (1987) considered the significance of parental approval to be a factor in career
indecision. Psychological theorists who emphasized the importance of separation in adolescence
spoke of the need to psychologically separate or distance oneself from parental boundaries, from
the need for parental approval (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1968; A. Freud, 1958; Vivona, 2000b).
Viewing career choice commitment as a marker of further of individuation, these theoretical
notions coalesced to emphasize that individuation is mediated by attachment (Ainsworth et al,
1978; Doctors, 2000), an emotionally-based sense of security (Bowlby, 1982; Sroufe, 1995).
Separation, which may represent danger, and rejection of one’s independent functioning, which
may represent loss of love, mediate attachment security (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Doctors, 2000;
Mahler et al. 1975) and can adversely affect individuation (Gilligan, 1982; Mahler et al., 1975).
Career commitment and exploration constructs.
Career commitment was operationalized on the basis of observation that commitment to
career choice is one of the major developmental tasks of late adolescence and early adulthood.
Additionally, observation indicated that the process involves movement from an uncommitted,
exploratory phase in the career decision-making process to a highly committed phase (Blustein,
Ellis, & Devenis, 1989; Erikson, 1968).
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The Commitment to Career Choices Scale (CCCS; Blustein, Ellis, and Devenis, 1989)
was used in the current research to assess movement in the career commitment process from an
uncommitted, exploratory position to one of firm commitment. Based upon identity and
vocational research, the CCCS captured the idea that commitment entails not only a sense of
decidedness or certainty toward a career goal but a confidence toward one’s choice and a
readiness to develop and pursue career plans, in spite of any perceived obstacles. Notice here a
similarity with how Erikson (1963) described intimacy, “the capacity to commit . . . to concrete
affiliations and partnerships and to develop the ethical strength to abide by such commitments,
even though they may call for significant sacrifices and compromises” (p. 263). Additionally, in
the movement from the uncommitted to the highly committed phase of the continuum, one is
expected to engage in exploration (Blustein et al., 1989; Erikson, 1963, 1968; Super, 1990,
1992). Self and environmental exploration are thought to be catalysts that advance one toward a
position of commitment (Blustein et al., 1989; Erikson, 1963, 1968; Super, 1990, 1992). One of
the subscales of the CCCS measured the participants’ willingness to consider alternatives, since
some individuals make commitments in the absence of exploration and by adhering to the
prescriptive expectations of one’s parents (Blustein et al., 1989; Erikson, 1968; Josselson, 1987;
Vivona, 2000b). Support for the use of the CCCS was also found in child development research,
as correlations are speculated to exist between infantile and adolescent developmental and
behavioral processes (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1982; A. Freud, 1958).
The CCCS has two subscales, each of which independently measured disposition toward
making a career choice. Blustein et al. (1989) conceptualized career commitment as consisting of
two dimensions, exploration that leads toward a commitment and one’s style of making a
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commitment. The Vocational Exploration and Commitment (VEC) subscale assessed the level of
commitment toward career choice. The scale measured movement from an uncommitted,
exploratory phase in the career decision-making process to a highly committed phase. Distinct
from the level of commitment to career choice is the manner in which such commitment is
approached. The Tendency to Foreclose (TTF) subscale assessed the style of approach toward
career choice commitment. As previous literature reported that some individuals become
anxious during an ambiguous, exploratory period while some individuals navigate this same
period with ease and openness toward new learning, the TTF subscale assessed whether one
commits to career choice following a career exploration period (openness) or in the absence of
career exploration (foreclosure).
Foreclosure was defined as committing to a choice in the absence of exploration or “by
adopting the attitudes of parents without deliberation or exploration” (adapted from Marcia,
1966, as cited in Blustein & Phillips, 1990, p. 161). Style of approach ranges from “an openness
to the experiences of the commitment process to a closed, dualistic approach” (Blustein, Ellis, &
Devenis, 1989). “Individuals with strong levels of the TTF may not be able to develop
alternative options, thereby limiting their flexibility in selected vocational situations. In contrast,
individuals who are open to the experiences of the commitment process may be expected to view
their choices with confidence, yet would be able to continue refining and adapting their career
choices to changing environmental conditions” (Blustein et al., 1989, p. 348).
The measure consisted of 28 items, with nine items devoted to the TTF scale and 19
devoted to the VEC scale. High scores on the VEC indicated an uncommitted posture. High
scores on the TTF indicated a strong tendency to foreclose.
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The measure was based upon themes consistently found in career development literature:
that individuals progress from an undecided, uncommitted position to a decisive, confident, and
committed position regarding career choice. The relationship of these constructs, level of
commitment and style of approaching commitment, is unclear. Blustein (1988; cited in Blustein,
Ellis, & Devenis, 1989) found no relationship between career commitment and other vocational
maturity indexes, such as decision-making or exploration.
According to theory, career commitment develops as a result of resolved identity
formation (Erikson, 1963, 1968). Career choice commitment was the criterion construct
assessed in this study via the CCCS. Hence, this study also investigated the antecedent
constructs of identity formation that might be considered the quasi-predictors of career choice
commitment.
Identity Development
Sigmund Freud (personal communication, as cited in Erikson, 1986, p. 136) asserted that
a person should be able “to love and work”. Erikson explained that Freud’s statement meant that
a healthy individual should be able to commit to both love and work without investment in one
arena precluding investment in the other. Erikson’s (1963, 1968) paradigm of psychosocial
development was based upon Freud’s tenets on psychosexual development and consists of a
series of sequential, hierarchical growth stages in which the resolution of the adolescent identity
crisis precedes one’s ability to make adult commitments toward love and work. Hence, Erikson's
(1963) account of healthy progression through his eight developmental stages is in line with
Freud's conclusion about healthy adult behavior.
Traditional, male-centered development theory (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1963, 1968; A.
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Freud, 1958; S. Freud, 1965) posited that one must separate from one’s family of origin to gain
autonomy from one’s parents and to establish adult commitments in the social and technological
realms. Specifically, this is the challenge of adolescence, the fifth stage of Erikson’s
developmental model. In the absence of separation, one cannot resolve the adolescent identity
crisis. Moreover, due to the hierarchical nature of Erikson’s paradigm, inadequate resolution of
one developmental stage precludes progress in succeeding stages. Hence, failure to separate
from parents stalls the identity crisis and renders one unable to express commitments of
intimacy, as would be the achievement for the next stage of maturation.
Theorists (S. Freud, 1959, 1965; Erikson, 1963, 1968; Gilligan, 1982; Litwin, 1986)
noticed that females tend to be affiliative and often do not visibly separate from their family of
origin. Consequently, researchers debated the implication and the veracity of Erikson’s
psychosocial developmental theory as it pertains to female identity development, both the
process for resolving of the identity crisis and the markers of post-adolescent maturity, such as
career commitment (Erikson, 1963, 1968; S. Freud, 1965; Gilligan, 1982; Moulton, 1986;
Litwin, 1986; Forrest & Mikolaitis, 1986). Erikson’s (1968) theory of psychosocial
development generated much research about identity development and its relationship to career
development (Vondracek, 1992). In the last two decades, researchers investigated whether
Erikson’s psychosocial theory is applicable to female identity development and post-adolescent
maturation markers in women’s lives.
Erikson (1968) admitted that he described men's developmental cycle and acknowledged
that female development follows a distinct course. Still, he depicted only the male
developmental path as the route toward mature growth and argued that the discrepancies noted
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between his male-derived identity theory and women’s developmental path indicated that women
do not achieve full psychological development.
Career development theorists modeled their theories of career development on the basis
of traditional identity theories - theories based on male identity development (Fitzgerald & Betz,
1994). Consequently, women's identity development was expected to mimic men’s, and women
were expected to approach post-adolescent challenges, such as career commitment, much like
men. The point of controversy has been that traditional identity theories tend to have
psychoanalytic roots which stipulate that one’s ability to work is intrinsically tied to the
developmental task of separation from others (Erikson, 1963, 1968; Gallos, 1989). In contrast to
this developmental expectation, women are socially reinforced for their ability to establish and
maintain connections, a reinforcement which drastically shapes the pattern of female
development (Gilligan, 1982). Gilligan’s (1982) work suggested that the markers for mature
female identity development differ from those that Erikson (1963, 1968) prescribed for mature
male development. As identity development theory has been pivotal for career development
theory, any discrepancy acknowledged in identity theory may necessitate modification in both
the identity and career literature. Accordingly, since it was recognized that women's identity
development assumes a pattern distinct from men's, it was only sensible to query whether malebased career theories may be inappropriately applied to women. Such theories may inadequately
describe and predict women's approach to career challenges. As a result, the ways in which
differences in female identity development influence women's career commitment warranted
investigation.
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It was suspected that there has simply been greater emphasis or reinforcement for women
to maintain their attachments, as it has been for men to maintain their separateness. Said another
way, women have been encouraged to operate via a system of care, a web of relationships
(Gilligan, 1982). Gilligan (1982) named the female challenge as learning to incorporate a justiceethic, which includes responsibility to self (autonomy), not only to others. She claimed that both
tasks, intimacy and autonomy or separateness are critical to development, but each person, man
or woman, tends toward an over-reliance on one and must work to master the remaining task to
achieve balance or maturity. This maturity manifests in the ability to make commitments in the
areas of love and work (Freud, as cited in Erikson, 1968). Erikson's identity model depicts
developmental movement towards the commitment to love and work, but he traced only the male
pathway or the pathway of separation toward these commitments (Franz & White, 1985).
Erikson (1968) acknowledged his confusion about observed discrepancies between his theory
and female development. Erikson (1968) identified men's identity needs, which he says are based
on fulfilling technical and occupational roles but made no mention of women's identity needs, except
to mention that a woman’s identity awaits completion based on the “inner space” (p. 283) and the
man who will fill that space or give her something around which to shape the space. He commented
that women must negotiate the tension between their creativity and their need to care. Gilligan
(1982) offered a similar comment in stipulating that women will need to learn to separate their need
to care from their need for approval. Franz and White (1985) asserted that achieving or resolving
one’s identity is about incorporating fidelity into one’s life. Webster’s II New Riverside
University Dictionary (1988) defined fidelity as “faithfulness to obligations, duties, or
observances” (p. 475). Erikson’s (1963, 1968) psychosocial identity paradigm translated how
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the demands, expectations, and duties of a culture or society are passed through the generations
to succeeding communities of adults, to adolescents who are transitioning into adulthood.
Hence, whatever the obligation or duty, a significant part of Erikson’s (1963, 1968) focus was on
how adolescents incorporate these societal demands into their identity so that they will be able to
make adult commitments to societal institutions, on how adolescents and adults learn to be
intimate with society (Franz & White, 1985). “The female’s choice of a husband or a career
necessitates the same kind of ego-resolution as males achieve” (Franz & White, 1985, p. 234).
Franz & White (1985) contended that “identity formation, in Erikson’s view, was more closely
related to a process of questioning and synthesizing than to the actual content of the
deliberation,” emphasizing that persons of both the male and female sex must undergo the same
process of identity formation in responding to societal demands (p. 233). Franz and White
(1985) asserted that the identity formation process is the same for both sexes, but they suggested
that relational tasks be prescribed to complement the tasks of separation emphasized at each
stage of Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial model. Franz and White believed that relational tasks
should be prescribed to depict movement toward adult love commitments. However, they
indicated that Erikson’s theory in its present state already accurately depicts the course toward
career commitment. Therefore, despite their call for the integration of relational tasks into
Erikson’s developmental scheme to illustrate how persons establish love commitments, Franz
and White (1985) conveyed that Erikson’s model accurately illustrates movement toward career
commitment for males and females.
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Researchers wished to integrate relational theories of identity development into the
vocational literature to direct increased attention to the relational nature of women’s lives and to
the influence of family on career development (Blustein, 1994; Bordin, 1994; Brown & Watkins,
1994; Forrest & Mikolaitis, 1986; Franz & White, 1985; Savickas & Lent, 1994). Attachment
theory (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Sroufe, 1995), which posits the necessity
and the normalcy of maintaining ties to significant others, was incorporated into the identity and
career development literature to supplement theories with emphasis on separation (Armsden &
Greenberg, 1987; Blatt & Blass, 1990; Blustein et al., 1991; Kenny, 1990; Ketterson & Blustein,
1997; Lapsley, Rice, & Fitzgerald, 1990; Mallinckrodt, 1992; O’Brien, 1996; Palladino
Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994a&b; Rice et al, 1995; Ryan et al., 1996; Vivona, 2000a).
Attachment fosters protection from predation or other danger, which promotes species’ survival,
thus serving a biological function (Bowlby, 1982). The sense of safety derived from attachment
encourages one to explore the environment, thereby gaining mastery and a sense of competence
in independent pursuits (Ainsworth, 1978, Bowlby, 1982, 1988). Attachment behavior is
theorized to be a lifelong characteristic that never wanes in its significance (Sroufe, 1995). The
relational emphasis of attachment theory appealed to researchers seeking to understand or
normalize women’s affiliative tendencies and the effect of women’s relational preferences on
career behavior (FitzGerald & Crites, 1980; Franz & White, 1985; Gilligan, 1982).
Blustein (1994) encouraged the convergence of theories that would collectively account
for familial and environmental influences. Moreover, in a study similar to the present research,
Blustein, Walbridge, Friedlander, & Palladino (1991) found evidence of conjoint influence of
attachment and psychological separation upon career choice commitment in a sample of
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freshmen and sophomore students. The current research investigated the interaction of the same
variables within a sample of colleges seniors, as the imminent embarkment upon greater
independence and the new world of work (similar to Ainsworth’s strange situation) may have
activated the attachment system and triggered related anxieties, making the senior college year
an ideal opportunity for assessment of individual differences in attachment styles (Ainsworth,
1978; Bowlby, 1982; Feeney, 1998). In this light, it seemed that further investigation of
separation-individuation and attachment and Erikson's (1963, 1968) identity development theory
would enhance current understanding of career behavior, especially female career choice
commitment.
Object relations theory, particularly Mahler’s (Mahler, Pine, & Bergman, 1975),
described the preoedipal development process wherein the separation-individuation process is
essential for the development of an offspring’s autonomy and development of competence.
Herein lay the conceptual link between separation-individuation and identity development.
Separation-individuation is the process by which an individual develops psychological
independence from one’s parents, specifically from the mother, and is a process essential to
forming one’s own identity (Mahler et al., 1975). Erikson (1963) stipulated that identity
achievement is a prerequisite to establishing intimacy and career commitments. Consequently,
his theory established a link between separation–individuation and career development,
especially career commitment. Gilligan (1982) suggested modifications for Erikson’s identity
theory, such that his theory might become more applicable for women’s developmental
experience. Despite the gender-based differences in their developmental viewpoints, both
Erikson (1963) and Gilligan (1982) referred to Freud’s claim that a normal individual should be
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able to love and to work, suggesting mutual reliance on Freud’s conceptualization of career
commitment as a natural extension of healthy identity development. As both developmental
processes, psychological separation and attachment, appeared to be related to a number of
criterion constructs, related research was reviewed in the forthcoming sections.
Separation-Individuation
Individuals develop identities through shedding dependencies on parents, exploring the
world of values, attitudes, ideologies, interests, and beliefs, and eventually forming commitments
among these domains to contribute to and compete in society as equals among their elders (Blos,
1967; Erikson, 1963, 1968). This movement toward autonomy is thought to involve a normative
degree of psychological conflict (A. Freud, 1958). A. Freud (1958) theorized that “adolescence
is by its nature an interruption of peaceful growth” (p. 275). Moreover, psychoanalytic theory
explained that this psychological conflict is composed of guilt, retaliatory fears, and anger
(Erikson, 1968; S. Freud, 1965). One must confront this emotional sequelae in the move toward
assuming an adult role, transitioning from adolescence to adulthood. Once psychological
dependency upon parents is withdrawn, parental responses of criticism, acceptance, and rejection
hold less significance and the negative affect of guilt and anxiety decreases (A. Freud, 1958). If
parental dependency is not discarded, one is likely to experience difficulty or stagnation in
individuation and is less likely to establish adult commitments (Erikson, 1968). Rather the result
may be a developmental impasse inhibiting future action and decision-making (Blos, 1967).
An understanding of individuation as it occurs in adolescence was adapted from infancy
studies of the separation-individuation process (Blos, 1967; Mahler, Pine, & Bergman, 1975).
Through observation of human infants, Mahler, Pine, and Bergman (1975) determined that
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normal human psychological development is characterized by a separation-individuation
process, which describes how a child learns to function in the world. Essentially, Mahler et al.
(1975) reported that a child’s independent functioning develops in tandem with the emotional
availability of the mother. Based on the emotional availability of the mother, individuals
experience a fear of abandonment that is initially tied to the fear of losing one’s mother or
caregiver and later associated with losing the caregiver’s love.
As a result of behavioral observations, Mahler et al. (1975) characterized the separationindividuation process as “complementary,” “intertwined,” but distinct “developmental
processes” (p. 4). The separation process was defined as a child’s recognition of psychological
and physical boundaries between self and mother. The individuation process was defined as
“those achievements marking the child’s assumption of . . . individual characteristics” (Mahler et
al., 1975, p. 4). Progress along either line of development may or may not match the rate of
progress in the other. Children’s capabilities may exceed their readiness to accept or cope with
the separation that their independent functioning engenders. As well, the caregiver’s rejection of
their children’s independent functioning can impede children’s progress in psychological
separation, despite the skillfulness of the achieved individual behavior or despite individuation.
Thus, the focus is not on children’s competency in a given task but on maternal acceptance or
rejection of the independence and separation from mother, behaviors which are expressed as a
result of demonstrated task competency. Mahler et al. (1975) brought attention to the impact of
mother’s responsiveness on children’s emerging autonomy and related anxieties. The presence
or absence of mother’s emotional availability either encourages individuation or hinders it,
despite the individual’s demonstrated competency for a given task. Within Mahler et al.’s
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(1975) description of the individuation process, a resemblance was noted between their
conclusions about the infant-parent interaction and Bordin’s theory about the effects of parental
love-withdrawal upon adolescent and adult career choice.
Separation and individuation are conceived as two complementary developments:
separation consists of the child’s emergence from a symbiotic fusion with the mother,
and individuation consists of those achievements marking the child’s assumption of his
own individual characteristics. These are intertwined, but not identical, developmental
processes, they may proceed divergently, with a developmental lag or precocity in one or
the other. Thus, premature locomotor development enabling a child to separate
physically from the mother, may lead to premature awareness of separateness before
internal regulatory mechanisms, a component of individuation, provide the means to cope
with this awareness. Contrariwise, an omnipresent infantilizing mother who interferes
with the child’s innate striving for individuation, usually with the autonomous locomotor
function of his ego, may retard the development of the child’s full awareness of self-other
differentiation, despite the progressive or even precocious development of his cognitive,
perceptual, and affective functions. (Mahler et al., 1975, p. 4)
Mahler et al. (1975) commented on the negative affect and restless behavior displayed by
a child during separation from mother. Reportedly, mother’s absence brought on “increased
activity and restlessness,” which Mahler et al. interpreted as “early defensive activity against
awareness of the painful affect of sadness” (p. 92). Mahler et al. (1975) believed that the affect
or emotion of sadness, the toddler’s earlier response to separation from mother, required “a great
amount of ego strength to bear, an investment that the child at this age seemed unable to muster”
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(p. 92). Thus, the child employed negative affect and restlessness to defend against awareness
and separation from mother. This busy activity resembled the displacement behavior observed
by Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall (1978) who reported on attachment behavior in infants.
Ainsworth et al.’s work was presented in the forthcoming section.
In sum, through their interpretation of children’s behavior, Mahler et al. (1975) suggested
that individuation is halted or retarded when autonomy and separation from mother are
associated with rejection, abandonment, and perceived loss of parental love or emotional
availability. All in all, theoretical focus rested upon mother’s emotional responsiveness toward
children during anxiety-laden separations that occur as children develop task competencies.
Mother’s supply or withdrawal of emotional availability has the potential to ease separationrelated anxieties and facilitate individuation or the potential to confirm such anxiety and thereby
retard individuation.
As mentioned earlier, the conceptualization of adolescence as shedding of parental
dependencies is at least partly borrowed from infant studies (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Blos, 1967).
Based upon Mahler et al.’s (1975) study of the separation-individuation process in infants and
toddlers, Blos (1967) termed this similar experience in adolescence as the second individuation
process (McCarthy, 1995). Moreover, separation-individuation is a lifelong process and the
outcome of the early separation-individuation process is partly determined by the
“developmental crises of adolescence” (Mahler et al., 1975, p. 108).
Separation-individuation was assessed in this research by the use of the Psychological
Separation Inventory (PSI; Hoffman, 1984), which has been widely used in the literature. The
PSI assesses four components of psychological separation. These are Functional Independence,
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Attitudinal Independence, Emotional Independence, and Conflictual Independence. Functional
Independence is the ability to manage and direct personal affairs without the help of one's
mother and father. Attitudinal Independence is seeing oneself as having a set of beliefs, values,
and attitudes different from one's parents. Emotional Independence is freedom from an
excessive need for approval, closeness, togetherness, and emotional support in relation to the
mother and father. Conflictual Independence is freedom from excessive guilt, anxiety, mistrust,
responsibility, inhibition, resentment, and anger in relation to the mother and father. Of the four
components of psychological separation, Conflictual Independence repeatedly correlated with
various developmental constructs in the literature, as was shown in the review of empirical
findings. Moreover, Conflictual Independence, freedom from negative affect, conceptually
addressed the residual feelings that may result from breaking free of parental control and
assuming a position of equality and rivalry with one’s elders (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1963, 1968;
A. Freud, 1958; S. Freud, 1965). It was anticipated that Conflictual Independence would be a
significant component of psychological separation for participants’ demonstrated individuation
in the career commitment process.
Maternal Attachment
Although Erikson’s (1963, 1968) identity theory was frequently referenced in the
literature, it was often criticized due to its emphasis on separation (Blatt & Blass, 1990; Forrest
& Mikolaitis, 1986; Franz & White, 1985; Gilligan, 1982). Observations of female development
prompted recognition of women’s affiliative tendencies and some criticized that attention to
women’s relational style was omitted from Erikson’s developmental theory (Blatt & Blass, 1990;
Franz & White, 1985; Gilligan, 1982). Attachment theory (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby,
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1982, 1988; Sroufe, 1995), which posits the normalcy and necessity of maintaining ties to
significant others, has been investigated as a potential supplement for theories with emphasis on
separation in the identity and career literature (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Blatt & Blass,
1990; Blustein et al., 1991; Kenny, 1990; Ketterson & Blustein, 1997; Lapsley, Rice, &
Fitzgerald, 1990; Mallinckrodt, 1992; O’Brien, 1996; Palladino Schultheiss & Blustein,
1994a&b; Rice et al., 1995; Ryan et al., 1996; Vivona, 2000a). Affiliative needs have been
viewed as the anchor for female identity development in as much as fulfillment of such needs
offers security yet limits or mediates mobility toward aspiration of professional success (Erikson,
1968; Gilligan, 1982). However, attachment was conceptualized as a biological, gender-neutral
aspect of human development (Ainsworth, 1989; Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982). As
well, in Erikson’s (1968) developmental scheme, he characterized the closeness which typifies
the early parent-child relationship as foundational for healthy human development of males and
females alike (Franz & White, 1985). Franz and White (1985) determined that Erikson’s
developmental model did attend to developmental tasks of separation and attachment but
underplayed the significance of attachment across the life span. They argued,
Erikson’s theory provides a framework for understanding how successful identity
development produces adults who are productive citizens with commitments to the
institutions of their society; however, the theory, through its neglect of attachment issues,
does not provide a framework for understanding how the individual moves from the
dependency of the trust/mistrust stage to the mature interdependence of the intimacy
stage. (p. 234)
In light of differences observed in female post-pubertal behavior, Erikson (1968)
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declared that women’s aspirations for the marketplace are conflicted or mediated by affiliative
needs, particularly by desires for establishing and maintaining a family. Similarly, other
theorists (Forrest & Mikolaitis, 1986; Gilligan, 1982; Horner; 1972) explained that women’s
desire for connection often overrides or circumvents competitive endeavors.
Attachment theory proposed that significant connections or attachments facilitate
individuation, providing one the security needed to explore and master one’s environment
(Ainsworth, 1989; Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982, 1988).

Therefore, in the context of

attachment theory, relational behavior was premised to facilitate and promote achievement
aspirations rather than compromise them. Attachment behavior was frequently referenced and
tested in the empirical literature to assess the efficacy of attachment behavior in relation to
various constructs. This literature was reviewed in the forthcoming section.
Bowlby’s (1982, 1988) attachment theory, originally published in 1969, postulated that
attachment serves a biological function in that it promotes the survival of the species through its
protective or security function. Protection from predators is gained by seeking proximity with
significant others in the context of perceived danger. When security is attained, one tends to
explore the environment and such exploration permits environmental mastery.
Sroufe (1995) proposed some adjustments to Bowlby’s attachment theory. Sroufe (1995)
reported that the attachment system also serves the function of exploration and emotional
regulation, in addition to a protective function. Due to the important role that environmental
mastery plays in survival, Sroufe (1995) emphasized the exploration function of the attachment
system. He also interpreted attachment as an emotional system, focusing on the quality of the
emotional relationship between an infant and a caregiver. He commented that “attachment refers
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not to a set of behaviors or to a trait of the infant, but to a special, emotional relationship
between infant and caregiver” (p. 178). In criticism of Bowlby’s limited application of
attachment, Sroufe (1995) argued that Bowlby downplayed the role of emotion and motivation in
his description of the attachment system, which conflicted with Bowlby’s own labeling of
“attachment as an affective bond” (p. 175).
Sroufe (1995) also reinterpreted the goal of attachment behavior, changing the goal from
proximity to “felt security” (p. 177). Sroufe (1995) explained that between the ages of 12 and 18
months, infants’ need for physical contact changes to a need for psychological contact, but the
attachment relationship still serves the function of exploration, and “the affective bond remain(s)
undiminished” (p. 180). According to Sroufe (1995), infants subjectively evaluate the internal
and external cues of their condition, which leads them to experience feelings of security or
insecurity. If infants experience insecurity, they seek physical or psychological security that can
be attained through attachment and such security is sought “until it is achieved” (Sroufe, 1995, p.
177).
In response to Bowlby’s (1982) attachment theory, Ainsworth et al. (1978) conducted
studies with infants and toddlers and discovered that children between the ages of five months
and three years old exhibited varying patterns of attachment in response to separation from and
reunion with mother in novel or strange environments. Three distinct patterns of attachment
behavior, ranging on a continuum from secure to insecure, emerged from the toddlers’ activity:
secure, anxious-ambivalent, and anxious-avoidant. Securely attached infants used “mother as a
secure base from which to explore an unfamiliar environment” (p. 311), and were described as
more sociable, more “competent,” and more persistent in problem solving, and “affectively
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positive” (p. 314). Anxious-ambivalently attached children appeared to be angry and expressed
ambivalence by simultaneously resisting and clinging to mother. Lastly, anxiously-avoidant
babies behaved similarly to the anxiously-ambivalent babies except that they appeared to be
more angry, avoided contact with mother, as evinced by postural reactions and averted eye
gazes, and explored their novel environment rather than cling to mother.
The Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987)
assesses adolescent attachment to mothers, fathers, and peers based upon Bowlby’s (1982)
attachment theory. Attachment to significant figures (mother, father, or peer) is assessed by a
review of three dimensions: degree of mutual Trust, quality of Communication, and extent of
anger and Alienation. In the current research, the IPPA-R was used to classify participants’
maternal attachment security and maternal attachment styles. Based upon a prescribed scoring
distribution (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Vivona, 2000a), participants were classified as
having one of the three attachment styles described in Ainsworth et al.’s (1978) research, secure,
avoidant, or ambivalent. For the purposes of this research, only the mother scale of the IPPA-R
was utilized in order to maintain focus on the construct of maternal attachment. The exclusive
focus on maternal attachment and the isolated use of the IPPA-R mother scale was consistent
with the seminal works of Ainsworth et al. (1978) and Bowlby (1982) and was feasible due to
the independent, high reliability rating for the mother scale of the IPPA-R measure. Armsden
(1986) constructed the IPPA to allow independent attachment measures of either parent.
Summary
Erikson’s psychosocial theory requires separation for the achievement of identity
formation and commitment to work, but his acknowledgement of the discrepancy between his
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theory and his observations of female development urged modification in the requirement that
women separate in order to achieve identity formation and career commitment. The expectation
of separation, coupled with the idea that women operate via attachments or a system of
connection, formed the root of this developmental controversy (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1968;
Forrest & Mikolaitis, 1986; Franz & White, 1985; Gilligan, 1982; Litwin, 1986; Moulton, 1986).
Questions persisted about the path of female development, especially career behavior, and there
was no consensus in psychoanalytic theory about the formation of identity (Fitzgerald & Crites,
1980; McCarthy, 1995). Moreover, more recent theory emphasized that individuation is
furthered through secure attachment (Doctors, 2000). The concept of attachment-individuation
challenged the idea that psychological separation is necessary for individuation and was
potentially supportive of gender-based criticisms against traditional developmental theory. The
ideas that processes of development may vary for males and females and that attachment, rather
than separation, is pivotal for identity formation threw question on Erikson’s (1963, 1968)
psychosocial identity model, particularly regarding the achievement of individuation milestones
such as work commitment. Therefore, it became vital to assess the centrality of both attachment
and separation to career choice commitment in healthy individuals.
Empirical Findings
Empirical findings for the influence of separation-individuation.
There is a second process of separation-individuation that requires resolution “during
one's 20's" (Sullivan & Sullivan, 1980, p. 93). Late adolescence and early adulthood is also the
period during which one usually seeks to establish commitments in the areas of love and work
(Erikson, 1968, Super, 1990). In recent years, a number of researchers, whose work was
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described herein, became interested in this second process of separation-individuation that
occurs during late adolescence. Previously, most researchers focused on issues of separation and
attachment only as they occurred within the first three years of life, although attachment and
separation occur many times during one's development (Sullivan & Sullivan, 1980; Mahler et al.,
1975). Sullivan and Sullivan (1980) explained that "the emotional and cognitive separation
involved in the development of autonomy and the achievement of ego identity is often still an
issue during one's 20's" (p. 93). In this regard, some researchers studied the impact of
attachment and separation on college adjustment (Allen & Stoltenberg, 1995; Hoffman, 1984;
Hoffman & Weiss, 1987; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991; Lapsley, Rice, & Shadid, 1989; Lopez,
Campbell, & Watkins, 1988; Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley, Gibbs, 1995; Sullivan & Sullivan, 1980),
on social competence (Kenny & Donaldson, 1991; Mallinckrodt, 1992), and on career
development (Blustein, Devenis, & Kidney, 1989; Blustein, Walbridge, Friedlander, &
Palladino, 1991; Kinnier, Brigman, & Noble, 1990; O'Brien, 1996; Ryan, Solberg, &
Brown,1996; Thomason & Winer, 1994).
With regard to college adjustment, Sullivan & Sullivan (1980) found in a sample of 242
commuting and boarding male college students that the boarders, those who had physically
separated from the home environment, exhibited greater affection, better communication, and
higher satisfaction in their relationship with their parents while also demonstrating increased
independence. In consideration of Surrey’s (1985, cited in Allen and Stoltenberg, 1995) self-inrelation theory, Allen and Stoltenberg (1995) assessed a coed sample of 182 college freshmen to
determine whether women exhibit more disturbances than men do in the separation-individuation
process. Surrey's self-in-relation theory emphasized women's reliance on relationships
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throughout their development and suggested that women do not undergo separationindividuation as men do. Consequently, Allen and Stoltenberg hypothesized that women will
look pathological on separation-individuation measures. This hypothesis was unconfirmed.
Although the female participants reported a greater investment in familial and social support
than men did, neither the men nor the women of the sample displayed severe disturbances in the
separation-individuation process. The authors questioned whether the results would vary if an
older, financially independent, late adolescent population were surveyed. Also, the authors
acknowledged that the separation measure employed in this study, the SII, had questionable
validity.
Using his Psychological Separation Inventory (PSI; Hoffman, 1984), Hoffman found that
the results of his mixed-gender, college student sample indicated that conflictual independence
from both parents related to better general personal adjustment for females. Meanwhile, for both
males and females, better academic adjustment correlated positively with increased emotional
independence from both parents. Hoffman and Weiss (1987) theorized that the difficulties that
college students experience in the struggle for psychological separation from their parents were
likely to manifest as psychological symptomatology. In contrast to the results of Hoffman's
(1984) earlier study, they learned that for both men and women, emotional dependence on
parents was an insignificant factor. For both sexes, conflictual dependence correlated
significantly with presenting symptomatology. Furthermore, through stepwise regression,
researchers discovered that Conflictual dependence on the mother was the most significant
predictor of presenting problems. This finding supported further research into the influence of
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the maternal relationship upon individuation, which in this study was demarcated by the task of
career choice commitment.
Empirical findings for influence of attachment.
This section trailed the empirical associations that the attachment construct bore with
various developmental achievements. Two studies from child development literature were
reviewed followed by a collection of studies sampling adolescent and adult populations.
Research correlated the attachment construct and the behavioral and psychological
indices of exploration and worry in samples of infants and primary school children (Ainsworth
et al., 1978; Muris, Meesters, Merckelbach, and Hulsenbeck, 2000). Ainsworth et al. (1978)
determined that one-year old children were classifiable by attachment styles on the basis of their
response in a novel or “strange situation” when separated from and reunited with their mothers.
The attachment style classifications were secure, anxious-ambivalent, and anxious-avoidant.
Often, the two anxious groups were jointly referred to as insecure. The secure group of infants
used “mother as a secure base from which to explore an unfamiliar environment” (p. 311), and
were “more enthusiastic, affectively positive, and persistent, as well as less easily frustrated, in
problem solving tasks” than anxious or insecure infants (p. 314). The anxious-ambivalent
infants protested more and were “slower to be soothed” than secure infants (p. 315), and
expressed ambivalence through a combination of resistance and clinging behaviors. The
anxious-avoidant infants protested, expressed distress, were angrier than other babies, avoided
interaction with mother via “cut-off behavior,” such as averted eye gazes and pulling away from
and ignoring mother, and engaged in exploration. Ainsworth et al. (1978) qualified the
exploration activity of the anxious-avoidant infants as displacement behavior, which they
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believed to be defensive behavior for the infants’ approach-avoidance conflict toward close
bodily contact. Through heart rate monitoring, these researchers concluded that anxiousavoidant infants engage in and continue with exploratory behavior and exhibit “cut-off behavior”
towards mother in an effort to reduce their arousal in response to mother’s presence and
departures. The observed heart rates indicated that the attachment system was strongly activated
in the separation and reunion episodes of the strange situation. Furthermore, the monitored heart
rates indicated that the anxious-avoidant infants’ exploratory behavior lacked the genuine
attentiveness of true exploration. Therefore, although the infants appeared to be independent,
similar to the secure babies, they were less able to derive comfort from maternal attachment, and
their “cut-off behavior” and exploratory behavior were interpreted as defenses against a
preoccupation with insecure maternal attachment (Ainsworth et al, 1978).
In another child study, Muris et al. (2000) correlated attachment behavior with worry.
They adjusted an adult romantic attachment questionnaire to match the elementary school age of
their coed sample and assessed attachment style differences and gender differences. Girls more
frequently identified with insecure attachment style, particularly ambivalent, than boys did.
Securely attached children reported lower worry scores than insecure children. There was no
difference in worry scores between avoidantly and ambivalently attached children. Avoidantly
and ambivalently attached girls reported higher worry scores than securely attached boys.
However, only avoidantly attached boys reported high worry scores, whereas ambivalently
attached boys endorsed low levels of worry similar to the securely attached children.
Parental attachment correlated with identity formation and general adjustment indices in
the following group of studies. Kenny and Donaldson (1991) investigated a mixed-gender,
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freshmen sample and learned that women who viewed their parents as a source of emotional
support and reported moderate levels of anxiety in response to separation from the family
reported higher levels of social competence. Conversely, women who described conflictual
relations with parents, a lack of parental support for autonomy, and low emotional support
reported decreased social competence and increased psychological symptoms. The general
finding was that women who experienced secure attachment to their parents tended to endorse
greater social competence and greater psychological well being. This finding supported
attachment theory and was consistent with the definition of attachment.
Assessing a sample of college undergraduates, Mallinckrodt (1992) found that emotional
parent-child bonds were predictive of social support satisfaction and social self-efficacy. In his
coed (although largely female) sample, results indicated that individuals, both male and female,
who recalled their parents as emotionally responsive, warm, and nurturing, endorsed higher
levels of social self-efficacy. In contrast, those who rated their parents as emotionally aloof and
unresponsive endorsed less social self-efficacy and attributed social outcomes to external causes.
Finally, for both males and females, care from mother positively correlated with general selfefficacy. Emotional parent-child bonds were also predictive of social support satisfaction.
Vivona (2000a) showed evidence of construct validity for using IPPA (Inventory of
Parent and Peer Attachment) subscale responses to distinguish the three attachment styles
(secure, avoidant, and ambivalent) identified in the Ainsworth et al. (1978) research by
correlating responses from the IPPA with another parental attachment inventory and with indices
of depression, worry, and anxiety. Score distributions from the IPPA subscale scores classified
84% of the participants by attachment style, with the secure group scoring higher, as predicted,
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than the insecure groups on all subscales of the other attachment measure. Other results
indicated that the secure group worried less and experienced less anxiety and depression than the
insecure groups. No differences surfaced between the ambivalent and avoidant groups for
worry, depression, or anxiety. Securely attached participants perceived parents as supportive of
their autonomy, while the insecurely attached participants did not. Both insecure groups viewed
parents as unsupportive of their autonomy, but ambivalent students still considered parents to be
generally warm and supportive while avoidant students perceived parents as generally
unsupportive. Thus, perceptions of parental support for autonomy distinguished the secure
group from the insecure groups, while the two insecure groups were distinguished by perceptions
of parental emotional support and by perceptions of the affective quality of parental attachment.
Vivona (2000a) classified 74% of a second sample by attachment style, again finding
empirical support for the use of IPPA subscales for attachment style classification. Correlations
of the IPPA with the other parental attachment measure replicated earlier findings. As for other
indices of worry, depression, and anxiety, again no attachment style differences emerged for
depression and anxiety. However, contrary to the first study, no attachment style differences
surfaced for the frequency and intensity of worry in this second sample. Vivona employed four
additional measures in this second study, including a second worry questionnaire to assess the
content of worry, an autonomy scale, a college adjustment measure, and a subscale of the
Inventory for Psychosocial Development (IPD) to assess progress toward the achievement of
Erikson’s Intimacy stage. Results indicated no differences in autonomy across attachment styles.
Such results contradicted speculations about the attachment construct as well as findings in
infant research (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982; Doctors, 2000; Sroufe, 1995). Secure
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participants endorsed fewer worries about relationships and confidence than insecure groups.
Secures reported higher academic, emotional, and social adjustment than the insecure groups.
No differences appeared between the insecure groups for the domains of worry and college
adjustment. On the psychosocial development measure, secures expressed higher intimacy
development than insecures. Scores on the IPD revealed interesting sex by attachment
differences for intimacy development. Secure women expressed higher intimacy development
than insecure women, and ambivalent women had higher intimacy scores than avoidant women.
However, men’s intimacy development did not vary as a function of attachment style. The
attachment differences for women supported Doctors’ (2000) claim that secure attachment
furthers individuation. The sex by attachment differences lent credence to criticism that
relational theories should supplement traditional identity and career theories.
This next set of researchers sought to discover an association between parental
attachment and college adjustment. Lapsley, Rice, and FitzGerald (1990), using the IPPA, found
that parental attachment accounted for a significant amount of variance in the academic
adjustment scores of college freshmen. In their sample of college juniors and seniors, parental
attachment contributed to variance in academic adjustment, social adjustment, personalemotional adjustment, and goal commitment.
Bradford and Lyddon (1993) also assessed college students’ parental attachment with the
IPPA. Regression analysis revealed that parental attachment explained some of the variance in
participants’ psychological distress, as was rated by a symptom checklist.
Palladino Schultheiss and Blustein (1994) assessed parental attachment with the IPPA
and found that parental attachment and psychological separation conjointly influenced variability
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in the college student development of women but not for men. Neither parental attachment nor
psychological separation was predictive of college student adjustment for women. However,
males’ college student adjustment was conjointly influenced by psychological separation and
parental attachment. Some of the variance in males’ college student adjustment was uniquely
explained by psychological separation.
Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley, and Gibbs (1995) conducted cross-sectional and longitudinal
studies with college freshmen and upperclass students, assessing the contributions of parental
attachment and psychological separation toward college student adjustment. In the crosssectional study, securely attached students reported higher scores across multiple indices of
college adjustment than insecurely attached students. Securely attached students also endorsed
greater conflictual independence than the insecurely attached students did. In the longitudinal
study (two years later), the same students who previously comprised the freshmen sample were
reassessed as juniors. Results indicated no change in attachment to parents over the two-year
period for both males and females. Thus, parental attachment demonstrated long-term stability.
Lapsley and Edgerton (2002) tested for the influences of romantic adult attachment and
normative and pathological psychological separation upon college adjustment. Focusing on the
social and personal-emotional adjustment experience of college adjustment, they discovered a
positive correlation with secure romantic adult attachment but a negative relation with two of the
insecure romantic attachment styles, fearful and preoccupied. The third and final insecure
romantic attachment style, dismissive, bore no relationship with college adjustment. Conflictual
independence, an index of normative psychological separation, bore a positive correlation with
college adjustment. Researchers also found that participants’ endorsement of pathological

Career Choice Commitment

59

separation-individuation experience contributed significantly to social and personal-emotional
adjustment. Lapsley and Edgerton (2002) also assessed the relationship between romantic adult
attachment and psychological separation and concluded that “young adults who are relatively
free of excessive guilt, resentment, or anxiety in their felt sense of independence from parents
also tend to have” secure and dismissive romantic attachment styles (p. 489). It was interesting
that these researchers noted a positive correlation between psychological separation, particularly
conflictual independence, and the secure adult romantic attachment style. However, Crowell,
Fraley, and Shaver (1999) cautioned against equating the results of attachment measures that
assess different relationship domains, as adult attachment patterns evolve from three unique
sources, parent-child attachment relationships, peer and romantic relationship experiences, and
current adult relationships. “Before adopting a measure to assess adult attachment, researchers
should consider . . . the relationship domain to be investigated (e.g., parents, close friends,
romantic partners)” (p. 459).
Separation-individuation and attachment influences in career development.
Finally, a handful of researchers investigated how career development might be
influenced by the parent-child bond or by the offspring's achievement of separationindividuation. Because identity formation and career development are concurrent processes
(Lopez & Andrews, 1987), was assumed that greater separation-individuation would yield better
progress across the tasks of career development (Blustein, Walbridge, Friedlander, & Palladino,
1991). This seemed to be supported in the results of Blustein, Devenis, and Kidney (1989) who
discovered an inverse relationship between exploration in the career domain and exploration in
the process of identity formation.
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Blustein, Walbridge, Friedlander, and Palladino (1991) employed a mixed-gender sample
of upperclass students to test for a direct relationship between difficulties in the separation
individuation process and career indecision. Contrary to their expectation that "greater levels of
psychological separation will be positively associated with the strength of career decisionmaking self-efficacy expectancies" (p. 40), results were non-significant. Non-significant results
contrasted speculation that insufficient psychological separation from parents would result in
career indecision (Lopez and Andrews, 1987).
Lopez and Andrews (1987) asserted that career indecision successfully forestalls one's
separation from family and reactively encourages increased involvement on the part of the
parent. Blustein et al. (1991) reasoned that the career indecision construct may not be related to
psychological separation and that the problem may be related to the ambiguity in the current
psychometric operationalization of the career indecision construct. In other words, the low
correlation may have been more of a result of psychometric properties rather than poor
conceptual fit.
However, when Blustein et al. (1991) included an attachment variable in their study to
assess their mixed-gender sample for the conjoint influence of attachment and separation on
career choice commitment, they learned that women reporting conflictual independence from
parents as well as a moderate degree of attachment to their parents endorsed greater commitment
to their career choices and less of a tendency to foreclose on their choices. The authors
concluded that "the combination of parental attachment and conflictual independence seemed to
provide the most supportive family conditions with respect to the commitment to career choices
process" (p. 47).
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In a related study, Blustein, Devenis, and Kidney (1989) investigated the relationship
between the identity formation process and career development, using a mixed-gender, crosssectional (re: class standing) sample. Their results indicated that "environmental and selfexploration within the vocational domain is associated with the exploration and commitment of
the moratorium and identity-achieved statuses respectively, and is inversely related to the
diffusion status" (p. 200). In other words, career exploration or commitment was associated with
identity exploration or with the attainment of a clear sense of one's ego identity, but negatively
correlated with the ego diffusion status wherein individuals have neither obtained a clear sense
of self nor engaged in exploration of their identity.
Similar to the line of research pursued by Blustein et al. (1991), Kinnier, Brigman, and
Noble (1990) investigated how family dynamics might foster career indecision. They proposed that
family enmeshment would relate to career indecision and that graduate students would be more
decisive about their career plan than undergraduate students would. The results weakly supported
their expectation that individuals enmeshed in their families-of-origin were more likely to suffer
from career indecision than those who were not enmeshed. This finding offered more support for
Lopez and Andrews’ (1987) assertion. Older and graduate students were more decided about their
careers than younger and undergraduate students. Lastly, "those who were more decided tended to
be more individuated and less 'triangulated' within their families-of-origin" (Kinnier et al., 1990, p.
310). Clearly, the results and the authors’ interpretations supported the speculations of both Gilligan
(1982) and Erikson (1968).
Thomason and Winer (1994) expected that a positive relationship exists between career
maturity and independence from the family. Using a freshmen sample, the authors found no
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significant results. Through use of multiple regression analyses, they found no relationship between
the emotional independence and conflictual independence subscales of the Psychological Separation
Inventory (PSI) and the Career Development Inventory (CDI).
Employing a sample composed entirely of women, O'Brien (1996), hypothesized that young
women who experienced attachment to their parents and were moving toward separationindividuation from their parents would also report moderate to high levels of career self-efficacy and
career orientation and would make congruent and realistic career choices. Psychological separation
and attachment variables explain 14.33% of the variance in the career constructs, but were not
related to congruency of career choice. Limitations for generalizability included the high school
age/status of the participants.
Ryan, Solberg, and Brown (1996) used the IPPA to test for relations between parental
attachment and career search self-efficacy. They found parental attachment to be an influential
factor in the career search self-efficacy of both men and women. They concluded that “results
support premises . . . that establishing a secure attachment base is associated with developing an
individual who is confident in his or her ability to employ adaptive skills and behaviors when
necessary” (p. 87).
Investigating career maturity, specifically career planning and career exploration, Lee and
Hughey (2001) identified no relationship between psychological separation, as assessed by the PSI,
and career maturity. They did uncover a relationship between parental attachment (measured by the
IPPA) and career maturity. Canonical analysis revealed a complex relationship among the variables.
Career exploration was influenced by conflictual independence from father, functional dependence
on both parents, and attachment to mother. There was no evidence of a relationship between these
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identity variables and career planning. Results indicated no gender differences.
Ketterson and Blustein (1997) learned that parental attachment, measured by the IPPA, was
associated with self-exploration and environmental exploration in a college-aged sample.
Additionally, they found that older students were more likely to be engaging in self-exploration than
younger students were.
Kenny (1990), using her own parental attachment measure which was based upon Ainsworth
et al.’s (1978) research, assessed a group of college seniors for career maturity. Kenny (1990)
determined that parental attachment consists of three factors, Quality of Relationship, Parental
Fostering of Autonomy, and Parental Role in Providing Emotional Support. Results revealed
differences for males and females. For women, Parental Role in Fostering Autonomy was related to
career planning. For both males and females, Parental Role in Providing Emotional Support was
associated with career planning.
Summary of empirical findings.
In review, the results of the above-mentioned studies were mixed and did not always
conclusively demonstrate a relationship between career development and separation-individuation.
However, what seemed to be a consistent theme among the research is the instrumentality of
attachment in managing the transitions of college adjustment and social competence. When one
experienced attachment within a non-conflictual relationship, it also seemed beneficial in career
development.
Attention needed to be directed toward a population of young adults during a period
where one anticipates increased independence. College graduation seemed to be an appropriate
time for investigation into career development and separation-individuation processes as it marks
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a period when one anticipates greater self-responsibility, especially financially.
Claiming financial freedom may be significant for psychological separation. Lapsley,
Rice, and Shadid (1989) speculated that students' financial dependency upon parents might
forestall psychological separation in that such dependency may foster guilt and anxiety in the
parent-student relationship.
Investigating separation-individuation near the time of college graduation allowed
assessment at a time when participants' career development needs may have been more critical.
Career needs appear to be more imminent as students prepare to enter the work world than when
simply making the transition from high school to college, as in O'Brien's (1996) study.
Additional support for this idea came from Lopez and Andrews (1987) and Bratcher (1982) who
suggested that students experiencing difficulty with career decision might actually be struggling
with issues of separation-individuation. Bratcher (1982) suggested that young people just
completing their education or considering their career goals while in school may be the ones
vulnerable to family system forces.
Rice et al. (1995) proposed that future research test the influence of attachment relations on
students during the transition from college.

Moreover, differences in attachment styles were

expected to be more prominent during novel situations and anxiety-provoking circumstances
(Ainsworth et al. 1978; Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Feeney, 1998; Sroufe, 1995). The principal researcher
allowed the transition from college to the world of work to qualify as a novel, anxiety-ridden
experience.
Lastly, the authors of the Commitment to Career Choices Scales (CCCS; Blustein et al.,
1989), suggested that the Vocational Exploration and Commitment (VEC) subscale of the CCCS
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may better detect differences in commitment progress during periods which closely precede the
implementation of one’s career choice. The CCCS was one of the instruments utilized in this study.
In response to these considerations, this research explored the influence of the research constructs
within a sample of college seniors. College seniors were recruited because these considerations
placed emphasis upon the significance of using a sample that was poised at the threshold of career
commitment.
General Summary
In the studies reviewed thus far, it seemed apparent that parental attachment did enhance
social competence and facilitated both college adjustment and career development. It also seemed
that psychological separation played an important role in one's development, but its role seemed
complex. The psychological separation construct, as assessed by the Psychological Separation
Inventory (PSI; Hoffman, 1984), is composed of four different aspects of separation or
independence. In each of the studies mentioned above, when the PSI was used, Conflictual
Independence seemed to be the determining factor of maladjustment. When Conflictual
Independence was high, regardless of other dependencies (Lapsley et al., 1989), there were fewer
psychological symptoms (Hoffman, & Weiss, 1987) and generally greater social, academic, and
psychological competencies (Blustein et al., 1991; Mallinckrodt, 1992; Rice et al., 1995). When
ratings of conflictual independence were low, more psychological symptoms were endorsed and
maladjustment was noted in college adjustment and career development.
These theoretical implications and research findings spurred interest in the current research.
As empirical support was present for both contentions, speculations regarding female development
versus traditional, male-focused developmental theory, more research was needed to clarify a
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possible link between these theoretical postulates. Secondly, more research was needed to
determine the degree to which progress in career commitment was influenced by family dynamics
(Lopez, & Andrews, 1987).
This research investigated the dynamics of the mother-child relationship as a means of
exposing the family’s influence on career choice commitment. No other relationship was
investigated. This study was partly based upon the predictive claims of seminal works that
emphasized the utility of psychological separation from and attachment to the mother for later
individuation (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982, 1988; Mahler et al., 1975). Examining the
processes reflected in the mother-child relationship offered congruency with these seminal works.
Additionally, the selected research instruments allowed exclusive focus on the maternal relationship.
The scales that were used to assess the predictive utility of the developmental constructs of
psychological separation and attachment offered independently valid and reliable scores for
assessment of the mother-child relationship. The Conflictual and Emotional Independence subscales
of the PSI tapped into the emotional domain of psychological separation; responses were expected to
reveal the complex, emotional dependency of an individual upon mother (Hoffman, 1984).
Therefore, this research investigated the contributions of the mother-child relationship, through the
developmental processes of psychological separation and attachment, upon the individuation marker
of career choice commitment in a sample of college seniors, those who were poised at the threshold
of career commitment.
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Chapter III
Method
This section describes how the data was attained for the current research. Method of
recruitment and data collection procedures are reported. Research questions are elaborated.
Data analyses are previewed.
Participants
The research sample was a convenience sample of 134 participants, 89 females and 45
males, most of whom were senior-level college undergraduate students. Students were recruited
from classes at West Virginia University (WVU). Data was collected from 162 students, but 28
students were age-ineligible (older than 23 years of age) and, therefore, excluded from the
sample. The measures chosen for this research were previously used in college samples limited
to age 23. To maintain reliability with previously tested age samples, the age of participants for
this study was restricted to age range of 18 to 23. The final sample size of 134 participants
exceeded the number of 44 that is minimally required for “medium” effects with .80 power at .05
significance level (Keppel, 1991).
Procedure
With the permission of professors, the principal investigator recruited students from
upper-level classes predominantly composed of senior-level undergraduates. During class time,
the principal investigator presented students with a brief synopsis on the purpose of this research
(Appendix A) and distributed consent forms (Appendix B) and instrumentation to the class.
Participants were told that the purpose of the study was to explore the relationship between
family influences and career development. Total administration time was approximately 30

Career Choice Commitment

68

minutes, 20 minutes for the completion of all measurements and 10 minutes for logistics, such as
the distribution of packets, including the consent form, and, a verbalized description (Appendix
A) of the purpose of the study. All class members were informed that their participation was
completely voluntary and that they were free to choose not to participate in this research, without
consequence. Data was sought from senior-level undergraduates who were between the ages of
18 and 23. As some of the class members enrolled in these upper level classes were not senior,
and the demographic sheet (Appendix C) did not contain an inquiry for class status, it was
possible that a few of the respondents were not seniors. Due to this omitted inquiry, data from
matriculated students between the ages of 18 and 23 was maintained and implemented in the
study. Nonetheless, participants did report graduation dates, which provided some descriptive
information regarding participants’ class status. Eight of the participants reported a graduation
date later than May 2004, more than one academic year after the time of assessment. One
participant failed to provide a graduation date. Thus, 93.3% of the sample reported graduation
dates for next academic year or earlier. Moreover, professors’ descriptive reports of their classes
indicated that only three to five students in the entire sample may have held junior-level status or
below. A significant portion of the sample consisted of Elementary Education majors (n=64),
enrolled in a five-year dual Bachelor and Master degree program. Although they were seniors,
they did not anticipate graduation until the next academic year, after the completion of their dual
degree program. The Elementary Education professor reported that ten of these students were in
their final year of this program and were considered graduate students at the time of assessment.
Nonetheless, these students met the restricted age requirement and satisfied the condition of
anticipating graduation and greater independence. Data from class members who did not fit the
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specified age range were not used in this study, in order to insure instrument reliability with
previously assessed samples. The principal investigator administered the measurements during
the class periods. After the assessments were distributed, both the principal investigator and the
course instructor vacated the classroom environment in order to allow participants privacy and
freedom in making their decision to participate in this study.
Participants provided demographic data (Appendix C) in addition to the following
information: the degree of their psychological separation from their parents, as measured by the
Psychological Separation Inventory (PSI; Hoffman, 1984) (Appendix D), information about the
degree and quality of parental attachment via the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment
(IPPA; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) (Appendix E), and information about their attitudes toward
and progress in the career development process through use of the Commitment to Career
Choices Scale (CCCS; Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis, 1989) (Appendix F). Packets were
counterbalanced to avoid order effects. No direct treatment was administered.
Measures
Demographic variables. Participants were supplied with a one-page questionnaire that
was designed to assess age, gender, race, academic major, expected graduation date, residential
status (living with parents or independently during the current academic year and vacation
periods), financial independence, and status of parental marital relationship. Estimated
administration time was two minutes.
Measure of psychological separation. The Psychological Separation Inventory (PSI;
Hoffman, 1984) was used to assess psychological separation, which, according to the PSI, is
comprised of four components: Functional Independence, Attitudinal Independence, Emotional
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Independence, and Conflictual Independence. Functional Independence is the ability to manage
and direct personal affairs without the help of mother and father. Attitudinal Independence is
seeing oneself as having a set of beliefs, values, and attitudes different from parents. Emotional
Independence is freedom from an excessive need for approval, closeness, togetherness, and
emotional support in relation to the mother and father. Conflictual Independence is freedom
from excessive guilt, anxiety, mistrust, responsibility, inhibition, resentment, and anger in
relation to the mother and father. The inventory consists of 138 items, with the first 69 items
assessing psychological separation from mother and the last 69 items assessing psychological
separation from father, spread out across the four component subscales scales. The numerical
breakdown of items for all scales is as follows: 13 Functional, 14 Attitudinal, 17 Emotional, and
25 Conflictual for each parent. Participants responded using a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging
from not at all true of me (0) to very true of me (4). Administration time for the entire measure
was estimated at 12 minutes. However, since the focus of this research was restricted to the
maternal relationship, participants responded only to the 69 items that assess psychological
separation from mother. Thus, administration time was approximately seven minutes.
Mother and father scales on the PSI are scored separately. Psychological separation from
each parent is independently determined by separate scoring on each of the four subscales.
Highest possible scores for each subscale are as follows: Functional Independence = 65,
Attitudinal Independence = 70, Emotional Independence = 85, and Conflictual Independence =
125. Participants’ score on each subscale is subtracted from the highest possible total for that
given subscale. Higher scores reflect greater psychological separation.
Interscale correlations, using Cronbach’s coefficient alpha, revealed high correlations
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between the mother and father scales, ranging from .71 to .91 (Hoffman, 1984). Estimates of
internal consistency were determined using Cronbach's coefficient alpha, which ranged .84 and
.92. Pearson product moment test-retest reliability coefficients, for two to three week intervals,
ranged from .70 to .96 for the tested female sample with a median of .83 and from .49 to .94 for
males with a median of .83 (Hoffman, 1984). The PSI was validated on groups ranging from 18
to 22 years of age (Hoffman, 1984), and later extended to age 25 in another study (Blustein et al.,
1991).
Construct validity was assessed by correlating the four subscales of the PSI with the
general personal adjustment scale of the Adjective Check List (ACL) and with responses to two
questions which were used as indices of personal adjustment in work and academics (work and
academic used interchangeably for purposes of the study by Hoffman, 1984) and in love
relationships. Questions #1 asked for a response to the following statement: “I have problems
with my academic courses” (Hoffman, 1984). Question #2 requested a reply to the following
probe: “I have problems with my love relationships” (Hoffman, 1984). For females, Conflictual
Independence from mother and father correlated significantly with the ACL personal adjustment
scale at .41 for mother and .37 for father and with the love relationship index at -.38 for mother
and .33 for father. Emotional Independence from father correlated significantly with the love
relationship index at -.28. Emotional Independence from both mother and father correlated
significantly with the index of academic adjustment (-.30 and -.25 respectively). Negative
correlations were found between Attitudinal Independence from both parents and the ACL
personal adjustment scale (-.24 for mother and -.28 for father). For females, greater Conflictual
Independence (PSI) from both parents is positively related to better general personal adjustment
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as indicated by the ACL (.41 for mother and .37 for father) and adjustment in love relationships
(-.38 for mother and -.33 for father). Emotional Independence from the father was associated
with better relationship adjustment (-.28), and Emotional Independence from both parents was
positively related to better academic adjustment (-.30 for mother and -.25 for father). Finally,
less Attitudinal Independence from both parents was related to better general personal
adjustment (-.24 for mother and -.28 for father). For males, significant correlations supported
the prediction that males with greater psychological separation from parents would express better
personal adjustment. For males, significant correlations “were found between the PSI scale of
Conflictual Independence from father and the question regarding academic problems (-.29),
Conflictual Independence from both mother and father and the question regarding problems with
love relationships (-.25 and -.37), and Emotional Independence from both mother and father and
the academic problems question (-.33 and -.32)” (Hoffman, 1984, p. 175).
Measure of maternal attachment. The Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA;
Armsden, 1986; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) uses attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982) as its
conceptual base and assesses the adolescent and young adult perceptions of affective and
cognitive ties with parents and with peers. Attachment to significant figures (mother, father, or
peer) is assessed by a review of three dimensions: degree of mutual Trust, quality of
Communication, and extent of anger and Alienation. The original version of the IPPA (Armsden
& Greenberg, 1987) assesses parental attachment (mother and father attachment combined) with
one scale, but the revised version (Armsden, 1986) assesses each parental figure separately and
independently. This study employed the revised version of the IPPA, which is a self-report
questionnaire that consists of 75 items, with 25 items that assess maternal attachment, 25 that
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assess paternal attachment, and 25 that assess peer attachment. Responses are rated on a fivepoint Likert scale, which ranges from Almost never or never to Almost always or always.
Reverse scoring is used for negatively worded items, 10 of which are on the mother subscale,
and response values are summed for each scale, yielding three total attachment scores, motherchild attachment, father-child attachment, and peer attachment. Only the mother scale (not the
father nor the peer scale) was utilized, as focus in this study was restricted to the mother-child
relationship. Thus, the one total score depicted the security of the respondents’ attachment to
mother (maternal attachment).
In addition to identifying the security of participants’ maternal attachment, this research
identified participants’ maternal attachment style. Based on Vivona’s (2000a) guidelines for
IPPA score distribution, participants’ maternal attachment style was classified as Secure,
Avoidant, or Ambivalent, which was representative of the attachment styles described in seminal
research (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Vivona’s (2000a) classification system is similar to the one
originally applied by Armsden and Greenberg (1987), except that it permits the insecure
attachment style to be further delineated as either the avoidant style or the ambivalent style.
Moreover, Vivona’s (2000a) scoring method successfully classified a larger percentage of the
research samples than the Armsden and Greenberg (1987) procedure. Accordingly to Vivona’s
(2000a) guidelines, scores for the three conceptual dimensions (Trust, Communication, and
Alienation) were segmented into the lowest, middle, and highest thirds. Scores falling at the cut
points were designated medium to maximize rating discrimination. The classification of Secure
attachment style applied to participants whose scores fell at least in the middle or medium third
for the Trust or Communication dimensions and in the low or medium third for the Alienation
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dimension. The Avoidant classification was assigned when participants scored low on both the
Trust and Communication dimensions and at least medium on the Alienation dimension or if
participants score low on the Communication dimension, medium on the Trust dimension, and
high on the Alienation dimension. The Ambivalent attachment classification denoted those who
scored at least within the middle or medium third on the Communication and Alienation
dimensions, with the Communication score ranking higher than the Trust score and the
Alienation score not ranking lower than the Trust score.
The administration time was approximately three minutes. The IPPA was originally
validated on a young adult sample, which ranged from 16 to 20 years of age. However, one of
Vivona’s (2000a) studies extended the age to age 23.
Test-retest reliability, assessed at a three-week interval, was .93 for parental attachment
(original version). Cronbach alpha ratings for the original parent subscales are as follows: Trust
= .91, Communication = .91, and Alienation = .86. The revised version produced internal
consistency reliability, using Cronbach’s alpha, at .87 for Mother attachment (across the three
dimensions) and at .89 for Father attachment (across the three dimensions). The Armsden and
Greenberg (1987) article did not specifically indicate “across the three dimensions” combined,
but no reference was made to any specific dimensions when specifying .87 and .89 for Mother
and Father, respectively. Additionally, reliability of the described attachment classification
system (secure, avoidant, and ambivalent) is documented through two studies (Vivona, 2000)
wherein 84% of the sample were successfully classified as either secure, avoidant, or ambivalent
in one study and 74% in another study.
Construct validity information indicated that parental attachment scores correlate
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significantly with (a) Family and Social Self scores from the Tennessee Self Concept scale, with
(b) most subscales on the Family Environmental Scale, with (c) scores on the FACES, and with
(d) positive family coping (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). Parent attachment scores demonstrate
predictive validity for self-esteem, life-satisfaction, depression, anxiety, resentment, and
alienation. Parental attachment is positively correlated with greater use of problem-solving
coping strategies (versus emotion-management efforts) in stressful situations and with greater
self-management and is negatively correlated with hopelessness and external locus of control.
No significant relationship was observed between IPPA scores and socio-economic status.
However, some small but positive correlations were observed for attachment and parents’
education levels (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987).
Measure of career commitment. The Commitment to Career Choices Scale (CCCS;
Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis, 1989) has two subscales, each of which independently measures
disposition toward making a career choice. The authors have conceptualized that career
commitment consists of two dimensions, exploration that leads toward a commitment and one’s
style of making a commitment.
The Vocational Exploration and Commitment (VEC) subscale of the CCCS assesses the
level of exploration and commitment toward career choice. The subscale measures “progress in
the commitment process from an uncommitted, exploratory phase to a highly committed phase”
(Blustein et al., 1989, p. 342).
The Tendency to Foreclose (TTF) subscale of the CCCS assesses the manner or style by
which one approaches the task of commitment to career choice. Scores from the TTF indicate
one’s tendency to foreclose along a continuum, which ranges from “an openness to the
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experiences of the commitment process to a closed, dualistic approach” (Blustein, Ellis, &
Devenis, 1989, p. 342). Foreclosure, represented in the TTF subscale, is defined as committing
to a choice in the absence of exploration or “by adopting the attitudes of parents without
deliberation or exploration” (adapted from Marcia, 1966, as cited in Blustein & Phillips, 1990, p.
161). “Individuals with strong levels of the TTF may not be able to develop alternative options,
thereby limiting their flexibility in selected vocational situations”, rather than “refining and
adapting their career choices to changing environmental conditions” (Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis,
1989, p. 348).
The CCCS measure consists of 28 items, with nine items devoted to the TTF subscale
and 19 devoted to the VEC subscale. Both subscales are composed of a 7-point Likert scale.
High scores on the VEC indicate an uncommitted posture. High scores on the TTF indicate a
strong tendency to foreclose. Administration time is approximately 8 minutes.
The authors of the measure recommended that the VEC subscale scale not be used alone,
citing that “it would be difficult to infer the extent to which an individual has progressed through
the phases of the career development process without incorporating other indices of vocational
behavior (such as exploratory activity and vocational maturity) as well as relevant features of the
individual’s particular context (such as one’s accessibility to social, familial, educational, and
vocational resources)” (p. 374). The measure was based upon themes consistently found in
career development literature: that individuals progress from an undecided, uncommitted
position to a decisive, confident, and committed position regarding career choice.
Level of career choice commitment and how one commits to such choice (the strength of
tendency to foreclose) are two distinct issues. The relationship of these issues is unclear, as
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Blustein (1988; cited in Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis, 1989) found no relationship between career
commitment and other vocational maturity indices, such as decision-making or exploration.
Previous literature reported that some individuals become anxious during an ambiguous,
exploratory period while some individuals navigate this same period with ease and openness
toward new learning.
Both CCCS subscales demonstrated internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha
calculated at .82 and .78 for the TTF and at .92 and .91 for the VEC. Respectively, for the TTF
and the VEC, two-week test-retest reliability coefficients were .82 and .90, and four-week were
.84 and .92. Neither subscale was significantly biased by social desirability, according to
correlations with a social desirability scale (both correlations = -.126). Also, subscales were not
confounded with gender effects (TTF: p< .027 ns; VEC: p< .549 ns).
The TTF was not significantly related to age (correlations of -.12 to .07) but, as expected,
the VEC was related to age (correlations = -.26 to -.24). Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis (1989)
validated the CCCS with several samples in which the mean age of the participant groups ranged
from 20 to 24 years of age. Regarding class status, more advanced students tended to be more
committed to their career choices and less likely to foreclose than students with less advanced
class standing. The VEC demonstrated concurrent validity with the Vocational Decision Scale
(Jones & Chenery, 1980; cited in Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis, 1989), but the TTF did not, offering
evidence of discriminant validity between the subscales.
Theoretical support for the VEC and TTF was substantiated by expected correlations
with ego identity theory. Foreclosure ego status was significantly related with TTF, and the
VEC was predictably associated with exploratory and commitment phases of identity
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development, showing a positive relation between environmental exploration and commitment.
However, no relationship was consistently demonstrated between self-exploration and the career
commitment process. In total, expected relationships were evidenced between measures of
exploratory activity and the VEC, while the TTF predictably showed no relationship with any
such measures. TTF, as predicted, was positively associated with measures assessing dualistic
thinking and cognitive structure and inversely related with and autonomy (Blustein, Ellis, &
Devenis, 1989).
Pre- and post-tests for a treatment group, as compared to a comparison and control group,
revealed that the VEC and TTF constructs were sensitive to career development interventions.
Following participation in a career development class, participants demonstrated less tendency to
foreclose and slightly more commitment toward their career choices. The control and
comparison groups demonstrated no change. The small treatment effects noted for the VEC are
to be regarded cautiously. Due to differences among the treatment groups, the small effects may
be due to differential statistical regression (Blustein, Ellis, & Devenis, 1989). The authors of the
CCCS suggested that the VEC subscale of the CCCS may better detect differences in commitment
progress during periods that closely precede the implementation of career choice.
Research Questions and Data Analysis
The purpose of this research was to explore the relationship among psychological separation,
maternal attachment, and career choice commitment in college seniors. Specifically, this study
explored the following research questions:
1.

What are the relationships among psychological separation and the secure, avoidant, and

ambivalent maternal attachment styles in college seniors? Psychological separation was measured
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by the four subscales of the PSI, Functional Independence (FI), Attitudinal Independence (AI),
Emotional Independence (EI), and Conflictual Independence (CI).

Maternal attachment was

measured by the IPPA-R and attachment styles were coded as secure, avoidant, and ambivalent.
Research Question 1 was addressed by a MANOVA.
2. What are the relationships among the secure, avoidant, and ambivalent maternal attachment styles
and level of, and foreclosure in, career choice commitment in college seniors? Maternal attachment
was measured by the IPPA-R and attachment styles were coded as secure, avoidant, and ambivalent.
Level of career choice commitment and foreclosure in career choice commitment were measured by
the two subscales, Vocational Exploration and Commitment (VEC) and Tendency to Foreclose
(TTF), of the Commitment to Career Choices Scale (CCCS). Research Question 2 was analyzed by
a MANOVA.
3. What is the contribution of psychological separation, maternal attachment, and gender to the
prediction of level of career choice commitment in college seniors? Psychological separation was
measured by the four subscales of the PSI, Functional Independence (FI), Attitudinal Independence
(AI), Emotional Independence (EI), and Conflictual Independence (CI). Maternal attachment was
measured by the maternal attachment score of the IPPA-R. Gender was coded as female and male.
Level of career choice commitment was measured by the Vocational Exploration and Commitment
(VEC) subscale of the Commitment to Career Choices Scale (CCCS). Research Question 3 used a
stepwise multiple regression analysis in which the four subscales of the PSI, the maternal attachment
score of the IPPA-R, and gender were predictor variables in the analysis and the VEC subscale score
of the CCCS was the criterion variable.
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4. What is the contribution of psychological separation, maternal attachment, and gender to the
prediction of tendency to foreclose in career choice commitment in college seniors? Psychological
separation was measured by the four subscales of the PSI, Functional Independence (FI), Attitudinal
Independence (AI), Emotional Independence (EI), and Conflictual Independence (CI). Maternal
attachment was measured by the maternal attachment score of the IPPA-R. Gender was coded as
female and male. The tendency to foreclose in career choice commitment was measured by the
Tendency to Foreclose (TTF) subscale score of the Commitment to Career Choices Scale (CCCS).
Research Question 4 used a stepwise multiple regression analysis in which the four subscales of the
PSI, the maternal attachment score of the IPPA-R, and gender were the predictor variables in the
analysis and the TTF subscale score of the CCCS was the criterion variable.
5. What are the relationships among the constructs of (a) psychological separation, (b) maternal
attachment, (c) level of career choice commitment, (d) tendency to foreclose in career choice
commitment, and (e) gender in college seniors? Psychological separation was measured by the four
subscales of the PSI, Functional Independence (FI), Attitudinal Independence (AI), Emotional
Independence (EI), and Conflictual Independence (CI). Maternal attachment was be measured by
the IPPA-R maternal attachment score. Level of career choice commitment was measured by the
Vocational Exploration and Commitment (VEC) subscale of the Commitment to Career Choices
Scale (CCCS). The tendency to foreclose in career choice commitment was measured by Tendency
to Foreclose (TTF) subscale score of the Commitment to Career Choices Scale (CCCS). Gender was
coded as female and male. An 8x8 Pearson Product moment correlation matrix was executed to
reveal the relationships among these research constructs in this sample of college seniors.
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This section described how the current research was executed. Recruitment and data
collection procedures were described.

Reliability and validity data was provided for each

instrument. Research questions were elaborated. Planned data analyses were previewed.
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Chapter IV
Results
The focus of this investigation was to learn the influence of maternal attachment and
psychological separation upon career choice commitment, an expression of individuation.
Accordingly, this study employed measures that examined the participants’ attachment to mother
and the participants’ psychological separation from mother, the participants’ career choice behavior,
and demographic variables. A total of four measures were used: (a) a demographic questionnaire,
(b) the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment – Revised (IPPA-R), using only the Mother scale,
(c) the Psychological Separation Inventory (PSI), using only the mother scale of the four component
subscales: Functional Independence (FI), Attitudinal Independence (AI), Emotional Independence
(EI), and Conflictual Independence (CI), and (d) the Commitment to Career Choices Scale (CCCS),
using both of its subscales, the Vocational Exploration and Commitment (VEC) subscale and the
Tendency to Foreclose (TTF) subscale. Scores reported from the IPPA-R Mother scale were labeled
as Maternal Attachment Score (MAS). The MAS reflected the security of participants’ attachment
to mother. Additionally, responses on the IPPA-R were used to descriptively categorize participants
according to their maternal attachment style. Attachment Style Groups were labeled as Secure,
Ambivalent, and Avoidant.
Demographics of Sample
Data were collected from a predominantly senior-level undergraduate sample of students at
West Virginia University. Demographic frequencies collected for this sample are reported in Table
1. Respondents (N = 134) ranged in age from 19 to 23 years of age, with a modal age of 22 (n = 50,
37.3%). Frequencies for other reported ages were as follows: age 19, n = 1 (0.7%), age 20, n = 9
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(6.7%), age 21, n = 46 (34.3%), and age 23, n = 28 (20.9%). Females comprised 66.4% (n = 89) of
the sample and males formed 33.6% (n = 45) of the sample.
Most of the respondents in this sample identified “White only” (n = 129, 96.3%). The
remaining five respondents identified as follows: “African American/ Black” (n = 1, 0.7%), “Asian
only” (n = 1, 0.7%), “Pacific Islander” (n = 1, 0.7%), and “Other” (n = 2, 1.5%).
Respondents represented the following academic majors: Elementary Education (n = 64),
Child Development and Family Studies (n = 12), Landscape Architecture (n = 14), Forest Resources
Management ( n = 9), Wildlife and Fisheries Resource Management (n = 14), Recreation Parks and
Tourism Resources (n = 6), Wood Science (n = 1), Sociology and Anthropology (n = 8), Psychology
(n = 2), Criminology (n = 2), and Geography (n = 2).
Most students (n = 121, 90.3%) lived independently during the academic year, while only 13
students (9.7%) lived with their parents during the school year. However, during academic vacation
periods, the majority of respondents (n = 86, 64.2%) lived with their parents. A total of 48 students
(35.8%) lived independently during vacation periods.
Approximately two thirds of the respondents (n = 95, 70.9%) reported being financially
dependent upon their parents. The remaining 39 students indicated that they were financially
independent (29.1%).
The majority of students were reportedly from intact families (n = 117, 87.3%), while 17
respondents (12.7%) indicated that their parents were no longer married to each other. Also, 22
respondents (16.4%) indicated that their parents did not live together, while 83.6 reported that their
parents were cohabitating. Information about parents’ marital status and cohabitation were gathered
through two independent inquiries.
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Based on answers to the IPPA-R Mother scale, respondents were categorized into
Attachment Style Groups to reflect the nature of their attachment to their mothers. Using the
categorization method reported by Vivona (2000a), the following groups were formed: Secure (n =
28, 20.9%), Ambivalent (n = 17, 12.7%), and Avoidant (n = 32, 23.9%). Based on this method of
classification, 77 (57.5%) respondents were classifiable and 57 (42.5%) respondents unclassifiable.
Respondent who were not classifiable by attachment style were not included in the two MANOVA
analyses, research questions 1 and 2, wherein attachment style groups served as the independent
factor. These respondents were included in all other analyses.
The percentage of respondents classified was lower than expected, in comparison to
Vivona’s (2000a) classification rates, 84% and 74% with the same guidelines. However, in the
study in which she classified 84% of the sample, only 25% (n=37) were college seniors and in the
study in which she classified 74%, all respondents were freshmen. Additionally, Vivona (2000a)
excluded from further analyses respondents who had missing items on the IPPA and whose response
sets were identified as outliers. No such procedure was followed in this research. Missing values
for all measures, except the demographic survey, were replaced by the mean value for that respective
item, a recommended procedure for managing missing values (George & Mallery, 2003). After
missing values were replaced by the mean values, the classification guidelines were applied to all
respondents. Classification rates may have differed for this research due to the decision to apply the
classification guidelines to all respondents, including respondents who omitted some items on the
IPPA-R.
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Table 1
Demographic Frequencies Chart (N = 134)

n

%

19

1

0.7

20

9

6.7

21

46

34.3

22

50

37.3

23

28

20.9

Female

89

66.4

Male

45

33.6

White only

129

96.3

African American/Black

1

0.7

Asian only

1

0.7

Pacific Islander

1

0.7

Other

2

1.5

Demographic
Age

Gender

Race

(table continues)
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n

%

Elementary Education

64

47.8

Child Development & Family
Studies

12

9.0

Landscape Architecture

14

10.4

Forest Resources Management

9

6.7

Wildlife & Fisheries
Resource Management

14

10.4

Recreation Parks &
Tourism Resources

6

4.5

Wood Science

1

0.7

Sociology & Anthropology

8

6.0

Psychology

2

1.5

Criminology

2

1.5

Geography

2

1.5

With parents

13

9.7

Independent

121

90.3

With parents

86

64.2

Independent

48

35.8

Demographic
Majors

Academic Year Residential Status

Vacation Residential Status

(table continues)
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n

%

Dependent upon parents

95

70.9

Independent

39

29.1

Intact

117

87.3

Parents unmarried

17

12.7

Cohabitating

112

83.6

Living apart

22

16.4

Demographic
Financial Status

Parents’ Marriage

Parents’ Living Arrangement

Class Status
Graduating by May 2004
Graduating after May 2004

125

93.3

8

6.0

Attachment Style Groups
Secure

28

20.9

Ambivalent

17

12.7

Avoidant

32

23.9

Total classified

77

57.5

Total unclassified

57

42.5
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Research Question 1
The first question sought to determine whether statistically significant differences exist
among the Attachment Style groups (Secure, Ambivalent, Avoidant) according to the variables
of psychological separation (Functional Independence, FI; Attitudinal Independence, AI;
Emotional Independence, EI; Conflictual Independence, CI). The independent variable,
Attachment Style Groups, was derived from participants’ responses on the mother scale of the
Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment – Revised (IPPA-R). The dependent variables, FI, AI,
EI, and CI, were participants’ subscale scores on the Psychological Separation Inventory (PSI).
The means and standard deviations for the performance of the Attachment Style groups on the
four psychological separation variables are presented in Table 2. Attachment Style group means
on each of the four PSI variables are graphed in Figures 1 – 4. The results of the MANOVA,
ANOVA, and Scheffe multiple comparison tests of these same variables are displayed in Table
3.
A MANOVA was computed to determine if statistically significant differences exist
among three Attachment Style Groups (Secure, Avoidant, Ambivalent) for the four PSI subscale
scores (AI, EI, FI, CI). The MANOVA produced a significant Wilks’ Lambda finding, F(8, 142)
= 14.96, p < .01, indicating that significant differences were present among the groups on the
subscales. As further investigation was warranted, ANOVAs were computed next. ANOVA
calculations yielded significant findings for each psychological separation variable, as shown in
Table 3: For FI, F(2, 74) = 25.26, p < .01; For AI, F(2, 74) = 31.93, p < .01; For EI, F(2, 74) =
12.10, p < .01; and, for CI, F( 2, 74) = 15.73, p < .01. The significant finding on each dependent
variable meant that the performance of the three Attachment Style groups was distinctive for
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each of the four psychological separation variables.
Scheffe multiple comparisons, a conservative post hoc test, were conducted to identify
which Attachment Style groups differed significantly per psychological separation variable.
Scheffe test results are also reported in Table 3. Significant differences emerged between the
Secure and Avoidant Attachment Style groups on all four psychological separation variables, FI,
AI, EI, and CI. The Secure group scored significantly different mean scores than the Ambivalent
group on AI and CI, but not on FI and EI. Significant differences were detected between the
Avoidant and Ambivalent groups on FI and EI, but not on AI and CI. In essence, the Secure
participants demonstrated significantly greater psychological separation on Conflictual
Independence than did the participants in the both of the insecure attachment groups (Avoidant
and Ambivalent). Conversely, on the other psychological separation variables, one or both of
the insecure attachment groups showed greater psychological separation in the realms of
Functional, Attitudinal, and Emotional Independence than the Secure group did.
In sum, the results of these analyses indicated that the Secure attachment style group was
distinguished from the Avoidant attachment style group according to their performance on each
psychological separation variable, while the performance of the Ambivalent varied. On AI and
CI, Ambivalents showed performance similar to Avoidants. On FI an EI, Ambivalents showed
performance similar to Secures.
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Table 2
Sample Sizes (n), Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) for Attachment Style Groups (Secure,
Ambivalent, Avoidant) by Psychological Separation (FI, AI, EI, CI)

Attachment Style Groups
Psychological Separation
Functional
(FI)
Attitudinal
(AI)
Emotional
(EI)
Conflictual
(CI)

Independence

n
28

Secure
M
20.61

SD
9.56

Ambivalent
n
M
SD
17
25.11 9.81

Avoidant
n
M
SD
32
37.16 8.70

Independence

28

12.67

8.17

17

25.21

8.60

32

31.94

10.66

Independence

28

30.11

14.66

17

32.84

12.04

32

46.05

12.46

Independence

28

87.17

10.44

17

72.85

15.79

32

64.23

19.42
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Figure 1. Mean values for Attachment Style Groups on Functional Independence
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Figure 2. Mean values for Attachment Style Groups on Attitudinal Independence
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Figure 3. Mean values for Attachment Style Groups on Emotional Independence
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Table 3
MANOVA, ANOVA, and Scheffe Findings for Attachment Style Groups (Independent Variable) on
the Subscales of the Psychological Separation Inventory (PSI; Dependent Variable)
Independent Variable
Attachment Style Groups
Secure
Avoidant
Ambivalent

Dependent Variables
PSI
FI
AI
EI
CI

MANOVA Result: F(8, 142) = 14.96, p < .01 (Wilks’ Lambda)
ANOVA Results:
FI F (2, 74) = 25.26, p < .01
AI F (2, 74) = 31.93, p < .01
EI F (2, 74) = 12.10, p < .01
CI F (2, 74) = 15.73, p < .01
Scheffe Results

For FI
Comparison
Secure-Avoidant
Secure-Ambivalent
Avoidant-Ambivalent

Mean Difference
-16.55*
-4.50
12.05*

Significance
p < .05
Non-significant
p < .05

Mean Difference
-19.27*
-12.54*
6.72

Significance
p < .05
p < .05
Non-significant

Mean Difference
-15.94*
-2.73
13.20*

Significance
p < .05
Non-significant
p < .05

Comparison
Secure-Avoidant

Mean Difference
22.94*

Significance
p < .05

Secure-Ambivalent
Avoidant-Ambivalent

14.32*
-8.62

For AI
Comparison
Secure-Avoidant
Secure-Ambivalent
Avoidant-Ambivalent

For EI
Comparison
Secure-Avoidant
Secure-Ambivalent
Avoidant-Ambivalent

For CI

p < .05
Non-significant
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Research Question 2
The second question sought to determine whether statistically significant differences exist
among the Attachment Style Groups (Secure, Ambivalent, Avoidant) on the two career variables,
Vocational Exploration and Commitment (VEC) and Tendency to Foreclose (TTF).

The

independent variable, Attachment Style Groups, was derived from participants’ responses on the
Mother scale of the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment – Revised (IPPA-R). The dependent
variables, VEC and TTF, were participants’ subscale scores on the Commitment to Career Choices
Scale (CCCS). A MANOVA was computed to detect whether significant differences existed among
the Attachment Style Groups on the career variables. The MANOVA produced a non-significant
Wilks’ Lambda finding, F(4, 146) = 2.35, p = .057, indicating that no significant differences were
detected among the Attachment Style Groups for either dependent variable. Hence, the three
Attachment Style Groups did not appear to perform significantly different from each other on the
VEC or TTF career variables. All participants seemed to show similar behavior according to their
level of exploration and commitment to career choices and according to their level of openness
toward approaching a career choice, regardless of the nature of participants’ maternal Attachment
Style.
Research Question 3
The third question sought to determine the viability of using Psychological Separation (FI,
AI, EI, and CI subscale scores), Maternal Attachment Score (MAS), and Gender as predictors of
Vocational Exploration and Commitment (VEC) in college seniors. Stepwise multiple regression
analysis was performed to identify the predictors for VEC in this sample of college students. The
scores for FI, AI, EI, CI, MAS, and Gender were the independent variables entered into the
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regression analysis. AI, EI, and Gender were identified as the significant predictors for VEC. The
combination of these three predictors explained 14.5% of the variance for VEC. MAS, FI, and CI
were excluded as predictors. The results of this stepwise multiple regression analysis are reported in
Table 4.
The Standardized Beta Weights for the predictors were: AI = .383, EI = -.395, Gender =
.187. The significance level was t = 3.43, p < .01 for AI; t = -3.64, p < .01 for EI; and t = 2.01, p <
.05 for Gender. Accordingly, the predictive equation for a given individual’s VEC would be:
Predicted VEC =
[0.383 x AI score] + [-.395x EI score] + [.187x Gender code (1 = female; 2 = male)].
Thus, an individual’s VEC could be partially predicted by scores on AI, EI, and by gender
classification. Keep in mind that low VEC scores indicate high career choice commitment and high
VEC scores reflect low career choice commitment.
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Table 4
Summary of Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis for the Vocational Exploration and Commitment
(Criterion) Variable

Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis
Criterion Variable
and Predictor Variables
VECa

F

df

R2

7.37**

3,130

.145

β

B

EIb

-.500

-.395

AIc

.626

.383

7.496

.187

Gender

Note: aVEC = Vocational Exploration and Commitment Subscale of the Commitment to Career
Choices Scale
b

EI = Emotional Independence

c

AI = Attitudinal Independence

B = Unstandardized Beta weight
β = Standardized Beta weight
**p<.01
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Research Question 4
The fourth question sought to determine the viability of using Psychological Separation (FI,
AI, EI, and CI subscale scores), Maternal Attachment Score (MAS), and Gender as predictors of the
Tendency to Foreclose (TTF) on career choices in college seniors. Stepwise multiple regression
analysis was conducted to identify the predictors of TTF for the college student sample. The scores
for FI, AI, EI, CI, MAS, and Gender were the independent variables entered into the regression
analysis. CI was the only variable identified as a significant predictor for TTF and accounted for
5.5% of variance in TTF. MAS, Gender, FI, AI, and EI were excluded as predictors. The results of
this stepwise multiple regression analysis are posted in Table 5.
The Standardized Beta Weight for CI was -0.236 for CI, with a significance level of t = 2.78, p < .01. Accordingly, the predictive equation for a given individual’s TTF would be:
Predicted TTF = (-0.236 x CI).
Thus, an individual’s TTF could be partially predicted the CI score. Keep in mind that low TTF
scores represent a low tendency to foreclose and high TTF scores reflect a high tendency to
foreclose.
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Table 5
Summary of Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis for the Tendency to Foreclose (Criterion)
Variable

Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis

Criterion Variable
and Predictor Variable
TTFa

F

df

R2

7.75**

1,132

.055

CIb

B

β

-.143

-.236

Note: aTTF = Tendency to Foreclose Subscale of the Commitment to Career Choices Scale
b

CI = Conflictual Independence

B = Unstandardized Beta weight
β = Standardized Beta weight
**p<.01
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Research Question 5
The fifth question sought to learn the empirical relationship of all the measures employed in
this study. An 8x8 correlation matrix was computed to reveal significant relationships among the
variables of maternal attachment (MAS, total score of the mother attachment scale of the IPPA-R),
the four components of psychological separation (FI, AI, EI, and CI), the two career variables (VEC
and TTF), and Gender. These correlations were reported in Table 6. Results indicated that MAS
correlated significantly with every variable. MAS correlated positively with CI and correlated
negatively with FI, AI, EI, VEC, TTF, and Gender. In other words, results suggested that higher
MAS indicated greater psychological separation in the area of Conflictual Independence but less
Functional, Attitudinal, and Emotional Independence. As well, higher MAS correlated with less of a
tendency to foreclose on career choices and a higher level of career choice commitment. The
negative correlation between MAS and VEC indicated that a higher maternal attachment score
corresponded with a higher level of career choice commitment because low scores on the VEC
subscale reflect greater career choice commitment. The negative correlation between MAS and
Gender indicated that females tended to endorse a higher level of maternal attachment than males
did. FI corresponded positively with AI, EI, and Gender, meaning greater Functional Independence
was associated with greater Attitudinal and Emotional Independence and the males of the sample
demonstrated higher Functional Independence than the females of this sample. AI related positively
with EI, VEC, and Gender. Hence, greater Attitudinal Independence was associated with greater
Emotional Independence, with less career choice commitment, and was more frequently expressed
by the male respondents of this sample. Again, please note that high scores on the VEC subscale
reflect lower career choice commitment. EI correlated directly with Gender, meaning greater

Career Choice Commitment 102
Emotional Independence was more frequently demonstrated by the males of this sample. CI
corresponded negatively with VEC and TTF. Therefore, greater Conflictual Independence was
associated with a more committed posture toward career choice and with a less tendency to foreclose
on career choices. Conflictual Independence did not correspond significantly with Gender, and it is
the only measure that did not bear a significant relationship with Gender. VEC corresponded
negatively with TTF and positively with Gender, indicating that an exploratory, uncommitted
posture toward career choice was associated with less of a tendency to foreclose on career choices
and the males of this sample were more uncommitted and exploratory toward career choice than
were the females of this sample. Finally, TTF correlated directly with Gender, indicating that the
males of this sample tended to display a greater tendency to foreclose on career choices than the
female respondents did.
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Table 6
Correlations (Pearson) Among the Constructs
1
MAS
Maternal
Attachment
Score (MAS)
FI
AI
EI

1
134

2
FI
-.558**
134

3
AI
-.608**
134

4
EI
-.444**
134

5
CI
.541**
134

6
VEC
-.214*
134

7
TTF
-.187*
134

8
Gender
-.339**
134

1
134

.722**
134
1
134

.829**
134
.654**
134
1
134

.051
134
-.128
134
.150
134
1
134

-.097
134
.212*
134
-.067
134
-.211*
134
1
134

-.024
134
.068
134
-.034
134
-.236**
134
-.206*
134
1
134

.385**
134
.464**
134
.411**
134
-.155
134
.202*
134
.174*
134
1
134

CI
VEC
TTF
Gender
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Summary of Results
The purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of identity variables upon career
choice commitment and to note observable gender differences for these variables.
Identity variables were MAS, the four subscales scores of the PSI (FI, AI, EI, and CI), and
attachment style groups (Secure, Ambivalent, and Avoidant). The Attachment Style groups were
distinguishable on all four psychological separation variables but were not distinguishable on the
two career variables, VEC and TTF. Despite not showing as a significant predictor of career
choice behavior in the two stepwise multiple regression analyses, the correlation matrix revealed
that MAS bore a significant but weak, negative relationship with both career variables and a
moderate to strong significant relationship with all other identity variables employed in the
matrix. Additionally, Gender bore a moderate, negative correlation with MAS, indicating that
females expressed higher maternal attachment security than males did.
The performance of males and females was significantly distinguishable on every
variable, except CI. Hence, significant differences were detected for males and females on
MAS, FI, AI, EI, VEC, and TTF.
VEC correlated significantly with MAS, AI, CI, TTF, and Gender. However, the
stepwise regression analysis indicated that the predictors for VEC were AI, EI, and Gender.
TTF correlated significantly with MAS, CI, VEC, and Gender. However, the stepwise
regression analyses revealed that CI was the only significant predictor identified for TTF.
Essentially, results indicated that attachment and psychological separation variables bore
a significant relationship with each other. Furthermore, when respondents were classified by
their attachment style, their group performance on the psychological separation variables was
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generally distinguishable from that of another attachment style group. Maternal attachment and
some psychological separation variables yielded significant but weak correspondence with career
choice behavior. However, most of these identity variables failed to show predictive utility for
career choice behavior, at least according to the variables of TTF and VEC. Gender correlated
significantly with every variable, except CI, and also emerged as one of the predictors of a threepredictor model for respondents’ level of career choice commitment. Gender did not prove to be
a predictor of respondents’ tendency to foreclose on career choices.
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Chapter V
Discussion
The purpose of this investigation was to observe the influence of maternal attachment and
psychological separation upon career choice commitment, with career choice commitment
viewed as an expression of individuation. This study examined how female and male college
seniors with varying maternal attachment styles might perform with respect to psychological
separation indices and career commitment behavior, assessed for predictors of career behavior,
and tested for correlations among the measurements used in this study. This research was
conducted to address controversy present in the theoretical literature concerning identity
development, career behavior, and gender. Currently, dispute persists as to the markers of
developmental maturity needed before committing to a career. The results of this study are
significant in that it has added recent empirical data to a largely theorized area of study.
The instruments employed in this study gathered data regarding participants’ degree and
style of maternal attachment, level of maternal psychological separation, degree of career choice
commitment, style of approaching the task of career choice commitment, gender and other
demographics, expected graduation date, residential status, financial independence, and
biological parents’ marital status.
This chapter explores and discusses the findings of this research, presents interpretations
and considers implications. Future directions for research are also offered.
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Research Question 1
The first question sought to determine whether the three Attachment Style groups could
be distinguished according to their performance on four psychological separation variables. The
analyses revealed significant differences among the three groups on all four indices of
psychological separation. The Secure Attachment Style group demonstrated the least amount of
psychological separation for Functional, Attitudinal, and Emotional Independence but the
greatest amount for Conflictual Independence. Conversely, the Avoidant group showed the
highest levels of Functional, Attitudinal, and Emotional Independence and the least amount of
Conflictual Independence. Significant differences were found between the Secure and Avoidant
groups on all four indices of psychological separation, Functional, Attitudinal, Emotional, and
Conflictual Independence. The mean performance scores of the Ambivalent group always fell
between the mean scores for the Secure and Avoidant groups, sometimes performing
significantly distinct from the Secure group and other times from the Avoidant group. The
Ambivalent group was distinct from the Secure group on the measures of Attitudinal and
Conflictual Independence and from the Avoidant group on Functional and Emotional
Independence.
Participants in the Secure group reported that their maternal relationship was the least
troubled by negative feelings such as guilt, anxiety, mistrust, resentment, and anger but that they
depended most heavily on mother for help in managing personal affairs, clarifying beliefs and
values, and providing approval and emotional support.
The exact opposite was found for the Avoidant group. Avoidants expressed the least
amount of dependence on mother for help in managing personal affairs and making value
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assessments and for maternal approval and emotional support. However, Avoidants reported
that their mother-child relationship was the most burdened with guilt, mistrust, resentment, and
other negative feelings.
These findings were consistent with child and young adult research (Ainsworth et al.,
1978; Mahler et al., 1975; O’Brien, 1996; Rice et al., 1995), and extended the research through
the use of newer assessment tools (Armsden, 1986; Armsden and Greenberg, 1987; Vivona,
2000a) and through the use of a predominantly college senior sample. This theoretically-driven
research employed a newly devised attachment style categorization system (Vivona, 2000a) with
a college-aged sample, producing findings that confirmed the existence of behavioral and
psychological differences among the three attachment style groups and was consistent with
seminal attachment research conducted with infant samples (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Rice et
al.’s (1995) research indicated similar findings but their research used an earlier classification
method, prescribed by the authors of the IPPA/IPPA-R, (Armsden and Greenberg, 1987), which
only permitted attachment respondents to be categorized as either high security or low security.
Consequently, their results were less reflective of the attachment style variability reported in
seminal attachment work. As well, O’Brien’s (1996) correlation analysis with the IPPA
summary score reflected similar correspondence between attachment and psychological
separation but her research did not seek to classify groups by attachment style differences. The
newer categorization method further identified the low security group or insecure attachment
group as being composed of two distinct attachment styles, Ambivalent and Avoidant, which
paralleled Ainsworth et al.’s (1978) early childhood research and demonstrated viability for the
conceptual and practical usage of attachment theory at a much later stage of the life span. In the
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current study, the sample was composed of college seniors and the pending strange situation was
post-graduate life and possibly entry into the job market.
Reliability for attachment style was also affirmed in longitudinal and cross-sectional
research (Rice et al., 1995). Rice et al.’s (1995) research also found that the Secure group
demonstrated better academic, social, and emotional adjustment, better goal maturity, better
study skills, and less separation anxiety than the Insecure students. The Insecurely attached
students were struggling in these areas although they reported higher Independence from Parents
scores than the Secure group. Securely attached students, although less anxious about separation
and less angry and resentful toward parents, appeared to be more dependent on parents than
Insecurely attached students. Researchers questioned whether the Independence from Parents
construct actually measured disengagement rather than independence. Ainsworth et al.(1978)
qualified the seemingly independent explorations of the anxiously avoidant infants as
displacement behavior, a defensive behavior used to combat their separation anxiety, which
represented a preoccupation with maternal attachment and impeded their ability to fully engage
in independent pursuits. Mahler et al.’s (1975) study of the separation-individuation process led
them to conclude that the mother-child bond may influence the child’s perception of self-other
differentiation from mother in spite of possessing well-developed or precocious cognitive,
locomotive, and affective abilities. Recalling that Mahler et al. (1975) defined the separation
process as “the child’s recognition of psychological and physical boundaries between self and
mother” and the individuation process as “those achievements marking the child’s assumption of
. . . individual characteristics” (p. 4), it seemed that the findings of Mahler et al., Ainsworth et al.
(1978), Rice et al. (1995) corroborated the findings of the current study.
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It was noteworthy to recall further at this juncture that security-seeking behavior and
exploratory behavior work in opposition to each other (Ainsworth et al.,1978; Bowlby, 1982;
Sroufe, 1995), that, according to Sroufe (1992), one cannot pursue exploratory pursuits until one
attains a sense of felt security, and that Doctors (2000) and Erikson (1963, 1968) believed that a
secure maternal attachment or trusting relationship is foundational for further individuation.
This earlier research shed light and added context to the current findings. Hence, insecurely
attached students seemed able to assert a pseudoindependence, superficially reflective of higher
level independence in practical, attitudinal, and emotional realms than that seen in Securely
attached students. However, despite their abilities, Insecurely attached students demonstrated
that they were also more embroiled in the negative feelings of anger, resentment, guilt, anxiety,
mistrust, responsibility, and inhibition as related to their mothers. The lack of separation in the
Conflictual realm suggested that the manifested independence in the other realms may be
defensive or displacement behavior disguising their preoccupation with an insecure maternal
attachment. The anxiety, resentment, and mistrust characteristic of the mother-child bond may
lead insecurely attached students to eschew reliance on mother as a secure base, even during
times of distress and uncertainty as might typify the senior college year when one is expected to
embark upon greater independence. Conversely, the greater achievement of Conflictual
Independence exhibited by Securely attached students may allow them the luxury of
interdependence, the use of mother as a secure base from which to operate on an as-needed basis.
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Research Question 2
The second question investigated whether the three Attachment Style groups could be
distinguished by their performance on two career variables, Tendency to Foreclose and
Vocational Exploration and Commitment. The statistical analysis revealed no significant
differences. The three groups appeared similar in regards to their career exploration and career
choice commitment behavior. This finding contrasted with existing theoretical and empirical
literature, but supported the findings of one empirical study that investigated constructs similar
to this research.
Theoretical attachment literature indicated that individual differences in attachment
security would manifest in anxiety-provoking situations and as individuals pursue personal goals
and initiatives (Bowlby, 1982; Doctors, 2000). Some empirical literature suggested that
attachment differences would surface, as previous empirical findings reported attachment style
differences in exploratory behavior (Ainsworth et al., 1978) and demonstrated associations
between attachment and various indices of career behavior (Kenny, 1990; Ketterson & Blustein,
1997; Lee & Hughey, 2001). Yet, the empirical research that produced such associations relied
on correlational analyses and did not test the same career constructs that were investigated in this
research (Ketterson & Blustein, 1997; Lee & Hughey, 2001). In other research that revealed an
association between attachment security and career behavior, the researcher (Kenny, 1990)
investigated different career constructs and implemented a different attachment measure. The
differences in constructs, measures, and data analysis may explain why these previous findings
were dissimilar with those found in the current research.
The findings of this study were supported by the results of a previous study, which
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investigated the relationship between attachment (using the same attachment measure, IPPA-R)
and VEC and TTF, the same career constructs examined in this research (Blustein et al., 1991).
Using canonical correlations, reduced models, and semipartial analyses, Blustein et al. (1991)
found attachment security did not uniquely account for variance in VEC and TTF for males and
females. Blustein et al. (1991) looked at the construct of attachment security, using the total
score of both the mother and father scales (omitting the peer scale) of the IPPA-R. Current
research classified participants by attachment styles, using only the mother scale of the IPPA-R
(omitting the father and peer scale). Hence, the lack of significance noted for differences in
attachment style for both career constructs, VEC and TTF, agreed with the previous finding of a
non-significant relationship between attachment security for the same two career constructs,
VEC and TTF.
Based on Ainsworth’ et al.’s (1978) findings and attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982;
Doctors, 2000; Sroufe, 1995), it may have been reasonable to expect that the Secure participants
would express more commitment than the members of the insecure groups, Avoidant and
Ambivalent, and that the Avoidant group would express greater exploration than the Ambivalent
group. Literature also indicated that those with secure attachment ties are more likely to explore
in novel conditions, while those with insecure ties are more likely to be preoccupied with
seeking safety (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982; Sroufe, 1995). Accordingly, it was
expected that the Secure group would exhibit a low Tendency To Foreclose, as their secure tie
would allow them to more easily endure the ambiguity inherent in decision-making, whereas the
Insecure groups were expected to exhibit a stronger Tendency To Foreclose as their insecure
attachment would lead them to be more anxious and security-seeking under ambiguous and
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novel conditions, such as career choice exploration. Also, in consideration of the results for
question one, wherein the Secure group demonstrated the greatest Conflictual Independence,
psychodynamic literature suggested that these respondents would have been more likely to
express identity maturity through the commitment to a career (Blos, 1967; Bordin, 1984, 1994;
Erikson, 1968).
Research Question 3
The third question explored whether the measures of maternal attachment, psychological
separation and gender were predictors of Vocational Exploration and Commitment (VEC). Of
the six measures tested, two indices of psychological separation, Attitudinal Independence and
Emotional Independence, and also Gender surfaced as the best combination of predictors for
VEC. Maternal attachment and the other two psychological separation variables, Functional
Independence and Conflictual Independence, were eliminated as potential predictors.
Specifically, a more exploratory, uncommitted posture toward career choice commitment could
be partially predicted by less similarity with mother’s value and belief system and more
dependence on mother’s approval and emotional support, as expressed by males. Stronger
commitment in career choice could be partially predicted by greater similarity with mother’s
value and belief system and less dependence on maternal approval and emotional support, as
expressed by females. The finding that males who were emotionally dependent on mothers were
less committed in their commitment to a career choice is consistent with theoretical writings that
emphasize the need to separate from parents, particularly from the mother, in order to establish
adult commitments (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1968).
In research that analyzed similar constructs in canonical analyses (separately for males
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and females), Blustein et al. (1991 ) found that for both males and females a combination of
parental attachment and psychological separation explained variance in the commitment to
career choice. For females, maternal attachment emerged as part of the correlation model. For
men, it did not. Their research only considered the Conflictual and Attitudinal Independence
subscales of the PSI, whereas current research entered all four of the psychological separation
variables into the regression model. This difference is significant in that three of the four
subscales, FI, AI, and EI were highly correlated with each other and with maternal attachment.
Multicollinearity and data analysis may be responsible for the difference that resulted from the
predictors that emerged in the regression analysis of the current research and the variables that
expressed correlational significance in the earlier research, as Blustein et al. (1991) did seek to
find predictors for VEC and they excluded two highly correlated variables from their analysis.
Research Question 4
The fourth question sought to learn whether measures of maternal attachment and
psychological separation and gender could serve as predictors of the Tendency to Foreclose
(TTF). Of the six measures, one of the four indices of psychological separation, Conflictual
Independence (CI), emerged as the sole predictor for TTF. Maternal attachment, Gender, and
the three other psychological separation variables, Functional Independence, Attitudinal
Independence, and Emotional Independence were eliminated as potential predictors. Thus,
according to this model, the participants’ Tendency to Foreclose on career choice decisions was
predicated on the amount of separation that they, irrespective of Gender, had achieved from the
negative feelings that were associated with the mother-child relationship, such as guilt, anger,
resentment, and mistrust. The model accounted for a small portion of the predictability of TTF,

Career Choice Commitment 115
so other unknown factors which were not considered in this research also contributed to the
outcome of this variable.
Nonetheless, the finding that CI is a predictor of TTF is supported by psychodynamic
theory. In the process of identity formation, adolescents and young adults wrestle with the
negative feelings of guilt, anger, and resentment, emotions assessed by the CI subscale
(Hoffman, 1984), due to an inner conflict that arises from pubertal wishes of a sexual or
aggressive/competitive nature toward parents and a consequential fear of retaliation from
parental authority (Blos, 1967; Erikson, 1968; A. Freud, 1958; S. Freud, 1959), or due to a
discontinuity between a parent’s restrictiveness and a youth’s aims for self-actualization
(Doctors, 2000), such as career selection. Again, in similar research, Blustein et al. (1991) found
that for females a combination of parental attachment and psychological separation explained
variance in the TTF. As part of the correlational model, conflictual independence from mother
and maternal attachment were two constructs directly associated with less of a TTF for women.
For men, analysis failed to produce a significant model using the psychological separation and
attachment variables. The gender difference found in the previous correlational research
represents another contrast with the regression model produced in the current research, which
indicated that Gender was not a predictor of TTF. As mentioned earlier, Blustein et al.’s (1991)
research only considered the Conflictual and Attitudinal Independence subscales of the PSI,
whereas current research entered all four of the psychological separation variables into the
regression model. This difference is significant in that three of the four subscales, FI, AI, and EI
were highly correlated with each other and with maternal attachment. Multicollinearity and data
analysis may be responsible for the difference that resulted from the one predictor that emerged
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in the regression analysis of the current research and the variables that expressed correlational
significance in the earlier research, as Blustein et al. (1991) did seek to find predictors for TTF
and they excluded two highly correlated variables from their analysis. However, despite these
differences, CI emerged as a significant variable for TTF in both current and previous research
(Blustein et al., 1991).
Research Question 5
The fifth question endeavored to learn the empirical relationship among all the measures
employed in this study. Maternal attachment security was associated with every measure used
in this study, correlating positively with Conflictual Independence and negatively with
Functional Independence, Attitudinal Independence, Emotional Independence, Vocational
Exploration and Commitment, Tendency to Foreclose, and Gender. Participants experiencing
greater maternal attachment security experienced less psychological turmoil or less wrestling
with the negative feelings of guilt, anxiety, responsibility, and resentment. Interestingly,
however, participants experiencing greater maternal attachment security also showed greater
reliance on mother for managing personal affairs, in forming values and beliefs, and for her
provision of approval and emotional support. The positive correlation of maternal attachment
with CI and negative correlation with FI, AI, and EI were consistent with previous research
(O’Brien, 1996; Rice et al., 1995). Also, these correlations reflected the attachment style group
means for each of the four psychological separation variables, which were produced by the
current research (Table 1). It appeared that maternal attachment and the four psychological
separation variables interacted to demonstrate that greater security in the mother-child bond
related to decreased internal angst for the respondent and to a more interactive working
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relationship with mother, wherein mother remained a more active participant in the young
adult’s daily life.
The alternate perspective to be seen in these correlations is that individuals with less
secure, or insecure, maternal attachments wrestled more with negative feelings related to the
weak maternal tie but demonstrated greater independence or autonomy in managing their
personal affairs and forming their own values and beliefs and relied less on mother for her
approval and emotional support. Therefore, attachment insecurity in the mother-child bond was
associated with a superficial independence undergirded by psychological turmoil (i.e., anger,
resentment, guilt, responsibility, mistrust, inhibition, and anxiety). These respondents exhibited
a form of independence that masked their psychological or emotional preoccupation with an
insecure maternal attachment, a dynamic described by Ainsworth et al. (1978), and referenced by
Doctors (2000) and Sroufe (1995) when they spoke of the persistent effort of individuals to
achieve a more secure attachment.
Greater maternal attachment security was also connected with less of a Tendency to
Foreclose (TTF) on career choices and with a higher level of career choice commitment (VEC).
Hence, the security experienced in the mother-child tie was related to less anxiety in uncertain,
ambiguous conditions, such as career decision-making, and with greater commitment to career
choice. These correlations are supported by the work of Erikson (1968) and Bordin (1994,
1984), and by attachment theory (Ainsworth et al., 1978, Bowlby, 1982; Doctors, 2000; Sroufe,
1995). Moreover, the correlations between maternal attachment and CI and between maternal
attachment and VEC and TTF suggested that there may be some connection among theories of
psychological separation, attachment, and career choice commitment. Additionally, the
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correlations between maternal attachment and TTF and VEC coupled with the correlation
between maternal attachment and Gender may be a significant supplement to empirical literature,
as they provide new data about female career behavior. Perhaps, concerns about women’s
tendency to downshift to careers which underutilize their talent and ability and about their
commitment to career choices (Fitzgerald & Betz, 1994) can be answered by further study of
maternal attachment. Nonetheless, the insignificant MANOVA found for the relationship of
maternal attachment to VEC and TTF make the small correlations for career behavior
questionable.
The Gender correspondence suggested that the females experienced greater maternal
attachment security than the males. The finding of an association between female career
commitment and maternal attachment security may support the argument that female career
commitment is predicated on a foundation of emotional security (Doctors, 2000; Gilligan, 1982;
Moulton, 1986), perhaps security that can be offered through a secure maternal attachment
(Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982). However, the Gender correlation was weak and it may
be spurious due to the larger proportion of females employed in this study.
Functional Independence corresponded positively with Attitudinal Independence,
Emotional Independence, and Gender. Acting independently in managing personal affairs was
positively related to independence in forming values and opinions and to less need for maternal
emotional support. The males of this sample demonstrated higher independence in managing
personal affairs while the females of this samples demonstrated less independence in this regard.
Attitudinal Independence related positively to Emotional Independence, Vocational
Exploration and Commitment, and Gender. Independence in forming individual beliefs and
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values was associated with less reliance on maternal emotional support and with less
commitment to career choice. Males expressed greater independence in clarifying values and
beliefs while females expressed more dependence on mother in this regard.
Emotional Independence bore a positive association with Gender. Males endorsed less
reliance on maternal approval and emotional support. Females demonstrated greater reliance on
maternal approval and emotional support.
Conflictual Independence correlated negatively with Vocational Exploration and
Commitment and Tendency to Foreclose. Thus, greater freedom from negative feelings in the
mother-child relationship corresponded with higher career choice commitment and with greater
ease and openness in ambiguous situations, such as career decision making, which portends a
greater likelihood of choosing one’s own career direction rather than adhering to parental
pressure. Conflictual Independence did not correlate with Gender, so the likelihood of achieving
this form of psychological separation from mother did not show a greater association with males
or females. Conflictual Independence was the only psychological separation variable that did
not manifest a distinct correlation with Gender.
Vocational Exploration and Commitment manifested an inverse correlation with
Tendency to Foreclose and a positive correlation with Gender. Hence, higher career choice
commitment was associated with a strong tendency to foreclose on career choices. Males
expressed a more uncommitted posture toward career choice and females expressed greater
career choice commitment.
Lastly, Tendency to Foreclose correlated directly with Gender. Males reported a stronger
Tendency to Foreclose. Hence, they were more rigid and anxious in their approach toward
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career decision-making and more likely to adhere to parental prescriptives. Females endorsed
less Tendency to Foreclose. Thus, they were more open and relaxed in their approach of career
decision-making and were less likely to commit to a career choice in an effort to please their
parents. Perhaps, this correlation reflects the male struggle in identity formation and career
choice behavior, as depicted by Erikson (1968) and career theorists (Bordin, 1994, 1984; Super,
1992, 1990), and the gender-neutrality of Erikson’s theory may be visible through the less
emotionally dependent women showing greater career choice commitment. Again, these gender
correlations were weak and may have been spurious due to the larger proportion of females
employed in this study.
Implications of the Study
This research presented findings that revealed the interaction of maternal attachment
styles with psychological separation from the mother, the influence of maternal attachment styles
upon career commitment behavior, predictors for career commitment behavior, and the
relationships of the constructs used in this research. These findings have implications for theory,
practice, and research in the counseling psychology profession.
Theoretical implications. The results of this research presented empirical data for
psychodynamic identity and career theory. According to Bordin’s (1994, 1984) theory of career
satisfaction, career choices are influenced by parental demand and such choices yield greater
satisfaction when made free of parental pressure. Super (1992, 1990) recognized that family
influences career choice but was unable to report the mechanism for such influence. Freud (as
cited in Erikson, 1968) and Erikson (1968) identified commitment to love and work as
expressions of intimacy that come from a mature identity. Critics (Franz & White, 1985;
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Gilligan, 1982; Moulton, 1986) of Erikson’s model theorized about how female identity and
career development differs from the pattern prescribed in his model, but lacked research to
operationalize their constructs and demonstrate support for their critiques. Moreover,
speculations about women’s relational style (Franz & White, 1985; Gilligan, 1982) and the
premises of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982, Doctors, 2000, Sroufe, 1995) as well as
associated research (Ainsworth et al., 1978; O’Brien, 1996; Rice et al., 1995; Vivona, 2000a)
suggested that maternal attachment may influence identity and career development. This
research produced empirical data supportive of attachment perspectives and psychological
separation perspectives of identity development and lent empirical support to psychodynamic
career theory (Bordin, 1994, 1984).
This research found that the maternal attachment styles were distinguishable on every
psychological separation variable, suggesting an interactive influence on identity development.
As a result, this interactive finding also supported interest in converging psychodynamic and
relational theory in advancing identity and career theory (Savickas & Lent, 1994). The
differences found among the attachment style groups for the four psychological separation
variables and the consistency of these findings with attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982, Doctors,
2000; Sroufe, 1995) and previous attachment findings (Ainsworth et al., 1978; O’Brien, 1996;
Rice et al., 1995) provided support for the active influence of attachment in young adult life by
showing differences in identity development from the psychological separation perspective
between college seniors who had a secure maternal attachment and could use mother as a secure
base (Bowlby, 1982) and college seniors who lacked a secure maternal attachment and did not
use mother as a secure base. The secure group was free of any compulsions to please mother and
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was free of a variety of negative emotions toward mother. Their freedom in this regard was
coupled with a reliance on mother in practical ways, in the formation of values, and in procuring
emotional support. The insecure attachment groups, Avoidant and Ambivalent groups, were
struggling with negative, unresolved emotion toward mother and did not rely on mother for
assistance in practical matters, attitudinal development, or the provision of emotional support.
They seemed unable to use mother as a secure base. Their independence in the functional,
attitudinal, and emotional components of psychological separation contrasted with their
conflictual dependence and was analogous with the displacement behavior described by
Ainsworth et al. (1978) and with the preoccupation of securing their maternal attachment, as
described by Doctors (2000) and Sroufe (1995). Overall, these findings gave support to the idea
of integrating separation and attachment perspectives of identity formation, indicated that the
interaction of maternal attachment styles and psychological separation yield a differential
influence in identity development, and showed the value of applying attachment theory to later
developmental stages. Additionally, this research offered recent empirical evidence for the three
attachment styles described by Ainsworth et al. (1978) and lent support for the attachment style
categorization method employed in earlier research (Vivona, 2000a), an experimental method
that this study replicated.
Maternal attachment played a less significant role in career choice commitment
behavior, as no differences in career choice commitment or in tendency to foreclose were
detectable between the three attachment style groups and maternal attachment was not a
predictor of either career construct. These findings seemed to discount the idea of a direct link
between between attachment and individuation, which seemed to counter some attachment

Career Choice Commitment 123
theory (Bowlby, 1982; Doctors, 2000).
Implications for career behavior appeared to be complex. The emergence of some
components of psychological separation variables and gender as predictors for career choice
commitment and tendency to foreclose offered support to a mixture of claims and theories. The
model for low levels of career choice commitment were partially predicted by males who
expressed attitudinal independence and emotional dependence, and high levels of career choice
commitment were partially predicted by females who expressed attitudinal dependence and
emotional independence. Part of the significance of the finding of emotional independence as a
predictor rests with design of the Psychological Separation Inventory (PSI). Hoffman (1984),
the author of the PSI, believed that the emotional components of psychological separation,
Emotional Independence and Conflictual Indepenence, were the two indices that captured the
essence of psychological separation. This research used the PSI to assess for psychological
separation and measure its association with individuation, as described in Erikson’s (1968)
psychosocial identity model. Erikson (1968) emphasized that individuals with immature identity
development would be unable to form adult commitments, such as career commitment. His view
is known to emphasize psychological separation and to be more male-oriented (Erikson, 1968,
Franz & White, 1985; Gilligan, 1982). In this regard, Erikson’s (1968) view seemed to be partly
reflected in the prediction that attitudinally independent males who were emotionally dependent
upon their mothers were less likely to express commitment to career choice. This finding also
reflected Bordin’s (1994, 1984) assertion that parents influence career choice. The alternate
suggestion of the model was that females who were attitudinally dependent but emotionally
independent were likely to express strong career choice commitment. The prediction for female
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career choice commitment also reflected Erikson’s (1968) view, in that commitment was
predicted by the emotional independence. However, this prediction for female seemed to
contradict claims of male bias in Erikson’s theory as it relates to career commitment and cast
doubt on the claims for the influence of female affiliative style upon career decisions (Gilligan,
1982). The model’s agreement with Erikson (1968) highlighted the conclusions of Franz and
White (1985), who claimed Erikson accurately described the process of identity development as
being the same for both sexes, at least as it pertains to career commitment. Moreover, Bowlby
(1982) reported that affiliative behavior and attachment behavior were two different phenomena.
The predictive model for the remaining career construct, tendency to foreclose, involved
only one predictor. This predictor was Conflictual Independence, one of the emotional indices
for the PSI (Hoffman, 1984), which lent significance to this finding. The tendency to foreclose
(whether one comfortably and independently engages in exploration and decision-making) could
be partially predicted by the degree of freedom from negative emotions (i.e., anger, resentment,
anxiety, mistrust, responsibility) within the mother-child relationship.
The emotional aspects of psychological separation seemed to be significant factors for
the career constructs, lending credence to the work of Erikson (1968) and Bordin (1994, 1984)
by showing the significance of psychological separation in identity formation and its
consequential effect on career behavior. Additionally, the predictive models lent support to the
idea that Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial identity model is applicable to both males and females.
Hence, the criticism that Erikson neglected attention to women’s relational style in his
description of identity development and career commitment prerequisites appeared unsupported
by this research. However, given that attachment and affiliative behavior are two different
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phenomena, claims about females’ affiliative behavior may not have been tested. The Gender
correlations may have provided support for the critiques against Erikson’s model, but these
small-to-medium sized correlations were not supported by the other analysis conducted in this
study. It is possible that the Gender correlations were spurious due to the large number of
females employed in this study.
Practice. In as much as the significant findings encourage a modification of theory, via
convergence of psychological separation and attachment perspectives, these findings also
suggest several implications for practice. Foremost, the findings of this study suggest that
counselors should interpret pragmatic, attitudinal, and emotional reliance on mothers as
facilitative of development, irrespective of gender. Counselors should be attentive to clients’
negative emotions (i.e., resentment, anger, inhibitions) toward the mother-child relationship
when clients seem to demonstrate independence in the functional, attitudinal, and emotional
realms. The interactive influence of psychological separation and attachment indicated that
clients with insecure maternal attachment tend to wrestle with negative emotions and avoid
reliance on mother as a secure base. Perhaps, the absence of this maternal intimacy may be a
sign of clients’ immature development and psychological struggle. This should especially be
attended to during times of transition for the client, such as college graduation or entry into the
job market, as insecure clients are likely to be preoccupied with the insecurity of their maternal
attachment and consequently inhibited or not fully and genuinely engaging in personal interests.
Furthermore, as the career constructs utilized in this research were partially predicted by
psychological separation variables and college seniors served as the sample for this research,
findings suggest that the periods of college graduation and job entry are critical times to attend to
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these dynamics of identity development. Although maternal attachment security was not directly
related to the tested career constructs, the interaction between maternal attachment security and
psychological separation suggested that both these dynamics could be underlying factors in
students’ response to these major life transitions.
Another perspective fostered by this research is the consideration that males and females
can be educated to understand that developmental maturity and autonomy are concordant with
the free expression of reliance on one’s mother. Individuals free of the need to rebel against
parental authority or to prove independence seemed to have a fuller opportunity to use mother as
a supportive base while still expressing one’s own identity.
Research. The findings of this study demonstrated why Erikson’s (1968) identity
paradigm has endured numerous research studies and continues to be a viable foundational
theory for more research. These findings also indicated that converging perspectives of
psychological separation and attachment may prove to advance understanding in identity theory.
Regarding speculations about gender differences in career behavior, this research indicated that
Erikson’s theory appears applicable to both males and females. If female affiliative style yields
some influence on career behavior, it did not appear in the constructs tested in this research.
Also, it is possible that affiliative behavior was not actually assessed in this research.
The use of the IPPA-R in assessing attachment styles which parallel the three styles
described by Ainsworth et al. (1978) proved to be a viable instrument. Further use of this
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instrument would add reliability to the research and would provide a standardized, quick means
of assessing attachment behavior.
Lastly, this research maintained focus on the mother influence in identity and career
development. Consequently, these findings served the purpose of updating seminal works
(Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982; Mahler et al., 1975) in the literature.
Suggestions for Future Research
Future research should be directed at providing additional empirical data for the efficacy
of psychodynamic, developmental, and attachment constructs in illuminating the processes of
identity and career development. Moreover, gender differences that have been theorized in
psychological literature need to be further tested for empirical validity. While this research did
find gender differences for attachment, separation, and career variables in the correlational
analysis and one of the regression models, these gender differences may be spurious due to the
large number of females used in this study. Also, past research has not consistently
demonstrated this same finding.
The categorization method used for classifying respondents according to their attachment
style is an experimental procedure and would benefit from further validation. While this study
found distinguishable differences between the Attachment Style groups, a sizeable portion of the
sample did not fit into any of the three classifications. This unclassified portion of the sample
was larger than the percentage reported in Vivona’s (2000a) study, the work that served as the
model for Attachment Style classification.
Due to the significant differences found among the Attachment Style groups on the
psychological separation variables and the significant correlations for attachment and separation
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variables, future research should continue to assess the differential influences that these identity
variables yield for expressions of individuation in love relationships, such as dating, marriage,
and other familial ties as well as other career constructs. Recall that a mature individual should
be able to express a balanced investment in love and work, without engagement in one
precluding intimacy in the other (Erikson, 1968).
Lastly, in light of the significant findings of this research, it remains evident that career
development is a complex phenomenon. The models produced to predict career choice
commitment and tendency to foreclose explained only a small to moderate amount of variance
for these constructs. A significant portion of the variance was not explained. Therefore,
although family is influential in identity development and the career decision-making process,
there seemed to be other factors involved in this dynamic. Also, there may be some other
aspects of identity development, which were not considered for this research, that explain some
of the variance of these career constructs. These same career constructs should be further
investigated to learn of the larger influences of career choice commitment and tendency to
foreclose.
Summary and Conclusion
The major highlights of this research were the discovery of the interactive nature of
psychological separation and maternal attachment variables and the support that this finding
gave to Erikson’s (1968) and Bordin’s (1994, 1984) work and to the interests some theorists
have in converging psychodynamic and relational theories in hopes of advancing identity and
career development theory and research (Savickas & Lent, 1994). This research indicated that
maternal attachment differences were definitely distinctive on psychological separation
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variables. Individuals with secure maternal attachment showed evidence of psychological
separation and maintained the luxury of using mother as a secure base (Bowlby, 1982). Those
with insecure maternal attachment demonstrated some forms of independence (probably
pseudoindependence) but showed themselves to be preoccupied with the insecurity of their
maternal bond and unable to use mother as a secure base (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982;
Mahler et al., 1975). Some seminal research suggested that this preoccupation with an insecure
maternal attachment could impede individuation (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1982).
Findings did not support this idea. Some evidence was found for the idea that a lack of
psychological independence, a symbiotic level of development, could impede individuation
(Erikson, 1968; Mahler et al., 1975), as psychological separation variables emerged as predictors
for career choice commitment and tendency to foreclose.
Finally, in light of the significant findings of this research, it remained evident that career
development is a complex phenomenon. The models produced to predict career choice
commitment and tendency to foreclose explained only a small to moderate amount of variance
for these constructs. A significant portion of the variance was not explained. Therefore,
although family is influential in identity development and the career decision-making process,
there seemed to be other factors involved in this dynamic. There may be some other aspects of
identity development, which were not considered for this research, that explain some of the
variance of these career constructs.
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Limitations
This research produced some significant findings. Nonetheless, there are some
limitations to consider. The demographic of this study should be noted. This study focused on
college seniors and used measures with reliabilities established within a college population. The
focus on traditional-aged college seniors extended the literature, since these research constructs
were not previously studied in this population. Still, generalizing these findings beyond this
traditional college age is to be cautioned. Another limitation in this regard is that the sample
may have contained students who were not college seniors, which means that the findings may
be influenced by a small number of students who do not qualify as seniors.
The sample was a predominantly Caucasian group. Different results might be discovered
if these same constructs are studied in a racially diverse group.
The gender correlations produced by this research were inconsistent with the findings of
other analyses conducted in this research. These gender correlations were weak and may have
been spurious as a large portion of the sample was female. Consequently, the correlations
between gender and most of the constructs employed in this research were de-emphasized.
Finally, two thirds of this sample was financially dependent upon their parents. Financial
independence may influence separation or attachment variables, as some researchers have
considered (Rice et al., 1995).
This research relied on self-report inventories and participants’ perceptions of their
relationship with their mothers. Additionally, information was gathered on one occasion,
without pre- or post assessments of changes in the measured constructs. Also, although some
attempt was made to use the advent of college graduation as an anxiety-provoking stimulus, no
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other controls over the occurrence of this event were attempted, as students were expected to
graduate at various times over a one to two year period. Thus, results of this study are
correlational and are not to be interpreted as causational.
The measures used in the study possessed good reliability and validity. However, these
measures were not normed. The lack of standardization may have produced findings that are
specifically relative to the tested sample. Yet, the consistency reflected in the findings of past
research provides a dissuasive argument against this limitation.
The maternal focus of this study limited the application of these finding to information
about the mother’s role in the identity and career development process, and should not be
generalized to account for the father’s role in identity and career development. Study of the
father-child relationship may produce different data.
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Script
Hello to all of you. I am grateful for the opportunity to be here today, and I extend my
gratitude to you and your professor/instructor. My name is LaSandra Ward, and I am a Ph.D.
candidate in the department of Counseling Psychology. I am reading from this script to make
sure that I provide the same information each time I speak to a group and to keep my
presentation brief. As a requirement for completing the Counseling Psychology doctoral degree,
I must conduct original research. That is my purpose here today. I wish to invite you to
participate in my research. Please be aware that your participation is completely voluntary, not
mandatory, and is encouraged without inducement or penalty. You may freely choose to
participate and you may freely choose not to participate. Whatever your decision, you will
suffer no personal consequence.
My research concerns the interaction of family dynamics and career behavior, with
specific attention to the mother-child relationship. I hope that you will feel inspired to
participate. Your participation will not only help me to complete my degree but will help to
further psychological study and practice related to family interaction and career behavior.
Your participation is confidential. Your questionnaire packet will be recognized only by
an arbitrary number, which will give no clue to your identification. I anticipate that it will take
you 20 minutes to complete the packets. Once you have completed the packet, please place your
packet back inside the large envelope and deposit it in this box that I have brought with me.
Thanks again for your time and for your participation.
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Consent and Information Form
The Influence of Psychological Separation and Maternal Attachment on Career Choice
Commitment in College Seniors

Research Study. I, _____________________________________, have been invited to participate in this research
study which has been explained to me by LaSandra R. Ward, MA. This research is being conducted by LaSandra
R. Ward to fulfill the requirements for a doctoral dissertation in Counseling Psychology at West Virginia
University.
Purposes. The purpose of this study is to learn more about how identity and family relationships influence career
development.
Procedures. This study involves the administration of paper-and-pencil surveys, which will take approximately 20
minutes to complete. Approximately 100 participants will be entered into this study. Only data from senior-level
undergraduate students who are between the ages of 18 and 23 will be used in this study. Data from students who
are not senior-level undergraduates and who do not fit the specified age range of 18 to 23 years of age will not be
used in this study. I may look over the surveys before I sign the consent form. I do not have to answer all the
questions on the surveys.
Risks and Discomforts. The only anticipated risks associated with participating in this study may include the
experience of any discomfort related to memories of my interaction with family and thoughts about my career
preparation and possibly mild frustration related to the performance of paper-and-pencil surveys. There are no other
known or expected risks from participating in this study. If I experience discomfort or if I become motivated to
explore my feelings associated with family and career preparation, I understand that I may seek counseling services
at the university’s counseling center. If I experience discomfort related to my current career decisions or become
motivated to further investigate my career options, I understand that I may seek career guidance at the university’s
career services center.
Benefits. I understand that this study is not expected to be of direct benefit to me, but the knowledge gained may be
of benefit to others.
Alternatives. I may choose not to participate in this study.
Contact Persons. For more information about this research, I can contact LaSandra R. Ward at (304) 296-9121, or
her supervisor, Dr. Sherilyn Cormier at (304) 293-3807. For information regarding my rights as a research
participant, I may contact the Research Compliance Office at (304) 293-7073.
Confidentiality. I understand that any information about me obtained as a result of my participation in this
research will be kept as confidential as legally possible. I understand that my research records, just like hospital
records, may be subpoenaed by court order or may be inspected be federal regulatory authorities. In any
publications that result from this research, neither my name nor any information from which I might be identified
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will be published without my consent.
Voluntary Participation. Participation in this study is voluntary. I understand that I am free to withdraw my
consent to participate in this study at any time. Refusal to participate or withdrawal will involve no penalty or loss
of benefits and will not affect my grades or class standing. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about
the research, and I have received answers concerning areas I did not understand.
Upon signing this form, I will receive a copy. I willingly consent to participate in this study.

__________________________________________________
Signature of research participant or participant’s representative

____________________________
Date

__________________________________________________
Signature of Investigator or Investigator’s Representative

____________________________
Date
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Demographics Sheet
1) Please indicate your age.

_____

2) Please indicate your gender.

Male_____

Female_____

3) Please indicate your race/ethnicity. (Circle one answer or write in response.)
African American/Black only

White only

Hispanic/Latino

Asian only

American Indian/Alaskan Native only

Pacific Islander only

Other_________________________
4) Please indicate your academic major.

____________________________________

5) Please indicate the name of your university.

______________________________

6) Please indicate the name of your college (Eg., College of Arts and Science).
______________________________________________
7) Please indicate your expected graduation date (Eg., May 2003; December 2003)
______________________________________________
8) Please indicate your residential status during the academic year. Place an “X” by the appropriate answer.
Live with parent(s) ______

Live independently ______

9) Please indicate your residential status during academic vacation periods. Place an “X” by the appropriate
answer.
Live with parent(s) ______
10) Are you financially independent?

Live independently ______
(Circle an answer.)

11) Are your biological parents married to each other now?
Yes

Yes

No

(Circle an answer.)

No

12) Do your biological parents live together? (Circle an answer.)

Yes

13) Do your biological parents seem happy together? (Circle an answer.)

No
Yes

No
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Psychological Separation Inventory (PSI)
Instructions: The following list of statements describes different aspects of students’ relationships
with their mother. Imagine a scale ranging from 1 to 5 that tells how well each statement applies to
you. Please circle a number ranging from 1 to 5 that tells how well each statement applies to you.
Please circle number “1” (not at all true of me) to “5” (very true of me). If the statement does not
apply, circle “1”. Please be completely honest. Your answers are entirely confidential and will be
useful only if they accurately describe you.
1
Not at all
true of me

2
A little bit
true of me

3
Moderately true
of me

4
Quite a bit
true of me

1.

I like to show my friends pictures of my mother

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

2.

Sometimes my mother is a burden to me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

3.

I feel longing if I am away from my mother too long.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

4.

My ideas regarding racial equality are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

5.

My mother’s wishes have influenced my selection of friends.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

6.

I feel like I am constantly at war with my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

7.

I blame my mother for many of the problems that I have.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

8.

I wish I could trust my mother more.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

9.

My attitudes about obscenity are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

10.

When I am in difficulty I usually call upon my mother to help
me out of trouble.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

11.

My mother is the most important person in the world to me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

12.

I have to be careful not to hurt my mother’s feelings.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

13.

I wish that my mother lived nearer
so that I could visit her more frequently.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

5
Very true
of me

Career Choice Commitment 152
14.

My opinions regarding the role of women
are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

15.

I often ask my mother to assist me in solving personal problems.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

16.

I sometimes feel like I am being punished by my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

17.

Being away from my mother makes me feel lonely.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

18.

I wish my mother wasn’t so overprotective.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

19.

My opinions regarding the role of men are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

20.

I wouldn’t make a major purchase without my mother’s approval.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

21.

I wish my mother wouldn’t try to manipulate me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

22.

I wish my mother wouldn’t try to make fun of me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

23.

I sometimes call home just to hear my mother’s voice.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

24.

My religious beliefs are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

25.

My mother’s wishes have influenced my choice of major at school.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

26.

I feel that I have obligations to my mother that I wish I didn’t have.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

27.

My mother expects too much from me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

28.

I wish I could stop lying to my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

29.

My beliefs regarding how to raise children
are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

30.

My mother helps me to make my budget.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

31.

While I am home on a vacation I like to spend
most of my time with my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

32.
33.

34.

I often wish that my mother would treat me more like an adult.
After being with my mother for a vacation
I find it difficult to leave her.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

My values regarding honesty are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5
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35.

I generally consult with my mother when I make
plans for an out-of-town weekend.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

36.

I am often angry at my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

37.

I like to hug and kiss my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

38.

I hate it when my mother makes suggestions about what I do.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

39.

My attitudes about solitude are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

40.

I consult with my mother when deciding about part-time employment. 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

41.

I decide what to do according to whether my mother will approve of it. 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

42.

Even when my mother has a good idea
I refuse to listen to it because she made it.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

43.

When I do poorly in school I feel I am letting my mother down.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

44.

My attitudes regarding environmental protection
are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

45.

I ask my mother what to do when I get into a tough situation.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

46.

I wish my mother wouldn’t try to get me to take sides with her.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

47.

My mother is my best friend.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

48.

I argue with my mother over little things.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

49.

My beliefs about how the world began are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

50.

I do what my mother decides about most questions that come up.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

51.

I seem to be closer to my mother than most people my age.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

52.

My mother is sometimes a source of embarrassment to me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

53.

Sometimes I think I am too dependent on my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

54.

My beliefs about what happens to people are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

55.

I ask for my mother’s advice when I am planning my vacation time.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5
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56.

I am sometimes ashamed of my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

57.

I care too much about my mother’s reactions.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

58.

I get angry when my mother criticizes me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

59

My attitudes regarding sex are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

60.

I like to have my mother help me pick out the clothing
I buy for special occasions.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

61.

I sometimes feel like an extension of my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

62.

When I don’t write my mother often enough I feel guilty.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

63.

I feel uncomfortable keeping things from my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

64.

My attitudes regarding national defense are similar to my mother’s.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

65.

I call my mother whenever anything goes wrong.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

66.

I often have to make decisions for my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

67.

I am not sure I could make it in life without my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

68.

I sometimes resent it when my mother tells me what to do.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

69.

My attitudes regarding mentally ill people are similar to my mother’s. 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5
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Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA-R)
Mother Scale
Instructions: The following statements ask about your feelings about your mother or the person
who has acted as your mother. If you have more than one person acting as your mother (e.g., a
natural mother and a step-mother), answer the questions for the one you feel has most influenced
you.
Please read each statement and circle the ONE number that tells how true the statement is for
you. Please choose from numbers “1” (almost never or never true) to “5” (almost always or always
true). Please be completely honest. Your answers are entirely confidential and will be useful only if
they accurately describe you.

1
Almost never or
never true

2
Not very often true

3
Sometimes true

4
Often true

5
Almost always or
always true

1.

My mother respects my feelings.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

2.

I feel my mother does a good job as my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

3.

I wish I had a different mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

4.

My mother accepts me as I am.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

5.

I like to get my mother’s point of view on things I’m concerned about. 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

6.

I feel it’s no use letting my feelings show around my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

7.

My mother can tell when I’m upset about something.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

8.

Talking over my problems with my mother
makes me feel ashamed or foolish.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

9.

My mother expects too much from me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

10.

I get upset easily around my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

11.

I get upset a lot more than my mother knows about.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

12.

When we discuss things, my mother cares about my point of view.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

13.

My mother trusts my judgement.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5
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14.

My mother has her own problems, so I don’t bother her with mine.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

15.

My mother helps me to understand myself better.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

16.

I tell my mother about my problems and troubles.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

17.

I feel angry with my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

18.

I don’t get much attention from my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

19.

My mother helps me to talk about my difficulties.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

20.

My mother understands me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

21.

When I am angry about something,
my mother tries to be understanding.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

22.

I trust my mother.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

23.

My mother doesn’t understand what I’m going through these days.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

24.

I can count on my mother when I need to get something off my chest.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5

25.

If my mother knows something is bothering me, she asks me about it.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 - 5
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Commitment to Career Choices Scales (CCCS)
Instructions: In the items that follow, please indicate the appropriate number using the scale below
that most accurately reflects the extent to which you agree or disagree with the statement. If you do
not currently have a specific career goal, respond to the following items in a way that would reflect
your behavior and attitudes if you did have an occupational preference. Circle the number that most
reflects the answer that is true for you.

1
Never true
about me

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

2
Almost never
true about me

3
Usually not
true about me

4
No opinion/
Not sure

5
Usually true
about me

6
Almost
always true
about me

I believe that a sign of maturity is deciding
on a single career goal and sticking to it.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

Based on what I know about my interests, I believe
that I am suited for only one specific occupation.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

The chances are excellent that I will actually end up
doing the kind of work that I most want to do.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I may need to learn more about myself
(i.e., my interests, abilities, values, etc.)
before making a commitment to a specific occupation.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

It is hard for me to decide on a career goal because
it seems that there are too many possibilities.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I have a good deal of information about the
occupational fields that are most interesting to me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I have thought about how to get around the obstacles
that may exist in the occupational field that I am considering.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I think that a wavering of indecisive approach
to educational and career choices is a sign of weakness;
one should take a stand and follow
through with it no matter what.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

7
Always true
about me

Career Choice Commitment 160
9.

I believe that no matter what others might think,
my educational and career decisions will either
be right or wrong.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

Based on what I know about my abilities and talents,
I believe that only one specific occupation is right for me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

While I am aware of my educational and career options,
I do not feel comfortable committing myself to
a specific occupation.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I feel uneasy about committing myself to a specific
occupation because I am not aware of alternative
options in related fields.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I find myself changing academic majors often because
I cannot focus on one specific career goal.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I do not know enough about myself
(i.e., my interests, abilities, and values) to make
a commitment to a specific occupation.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I like the openness of considering various possibilities
before committing myself to a specific occupation.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

Based on what I know about the world of work
(i.e., the nature of various occupations), I do not
believe that I should seriously consider more than
a single career goal at a time.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

It is hard to commit myself to a specific career goal because
I am unsure about what the future holds for me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

18.

I find it difficult to commit myself to important life decisions.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

19.

I feel uneasy in committing myself to a career goal because
I do not have as much information about the fields
that I am considering as I probably should.
I have difficulty in making decisions when faced with
a variety of options.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7
1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

21.

I feel confident in my ability to achieve my career goals.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

22.

Based on what I know about my values
(e.g., the importance of money, job security, etc.),

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

20.
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I believe that only one single occupation is right for me. 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7
23.

I feel uneasy in committing myself to a specific career plan.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

24.

I think that I know enough about the occupations that I am
considering to be able to commit myself firmly to a specific
career goal.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I worry about my ability to make effective educational and
career decisions.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I am not very certain about the kind of work that I would
like to do
.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I would change my career plans if the field I am
considering became more competitive and less accessible
due to a decline in available openings.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

I believe that there is only one specific career goal that
is right for me.

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 -- 5 – 6 -- 7

25.

26.

27.

28.

